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THE 
ABSTRACT 
"Having the opportunity to talk about one's life, to give an account of it, is 
integral to leading that life rather than being led through it" (Legones & 
Spelman quoted by Patai, 1988, p. 163). 
This thesis was bom out of the countless conversations I have had with other women, 
around kitchen tables, over fences, at playgroups and in community-based women's 
groups. I know from the testimony of these women, including those in the groups I have 
facilitated, that such conversations can change lives, hi such places stories are told, the 
personal search for words to match experiences becomes collective, and the moments of 
mutual recognition enable us to go on with a lighter, or at least a more purposefiil, step. 
Yet these conversations have also perplexed me. If they are so important, why so taken-
for-granted? And if they are indeed 'consciousness-raising', why do they not produce 
more obviously radical personal transformations? 
In this study I have taken one instance of women's talk in non-public spaces, a 
community-based, facilitated group of mothers of children with a disability, and teased 
apart the threads of its conversations to better understand what happens there, and why 
it matters. 
In settling upon a methodology for this task, a pilot study first revealed that the density 
of the group conversations required just one research site, and that their breadth required 
the analysis to include interactions and discourses £is well as narratives. Two 
methodological choices followed from this: furstly to be the group's facilitator and 
hence a practitioner-researcher, and secondly to use an applied conversation analysis 
method. The former gave me access to data that would otherwise be difficult if not 
impossible to obtain, that is, extended and often overlapping talk between multiple 
participants that could only be adequately transcribed by someone who was present and 
had listened closely. This placed me squarely within the research event. The latter is a 
rigorous discipline that insisted I stay close to the data, so balancing and making expUcit 
my personal involvement. In addition, conversation andysis supplied a body of existing 
knowledge that valued the everyday, brimmed with fresh metaphors for group 
processes, and focused above all on interaction. 
The resulting descriptions of the group have an order of detail that is new to groupwork 
research, and a language that is sometimes surprising, but illuminating in its relevance. 
They maximize the data available from one local site, and give rise to a research-based 
model of group process that captures at least some of the dimensions of women's talk in 
this setting. Because this is essentially an 'applied' study, I use two further theoretical 
contributions, feminism and poststructuralism, to locate it usefully in the world of 
emancipatory action. The addition of a feminist analysis allows women's talk outside 
the public sphere, which has often been invisible, to emerge as a potential form of civic 
participation. Poststructural theory provides links between language and identity, 
explaining how marginalized people can gain agency through their interactions and 
discourses, and situating this thesis within the field of language-based research. 
Therefore my original impulse, to understand what difference women's conversations 
might make, has been satisfied not by looking behind the participants' talk at their 
psychological processes, but by looking closely at their talk-in-interaction with a 
sociological approach. The resulting account speaks into the theoretical silences that 
surround conmiunity-based feminist groupwork, providing practitioners with new ways 
to listen to the talk occurring there, and scholars with encouragement to further 
investigate such 'ordinary' comers of experience. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
"Conversation can elevate, educate, elate, chasten, perhaps even transform...To 
act upon the world we must have words to name (to know) the world. Words 
form and direct action... To be fully liberated is to be able to revise our 
language, to reframe the unexpected, the unyielding, the anomalous, so that 
action can continue" (Saleeby, 1989,p.558) 
This project traces the origins, limitations and possibilities of transformative talk in the 
feminist social work practice of community-based groupwork. I enter the conversational 
world of a group of mothers of children with a disability that I facilitate, to investigate 
how talk can change, and constrain, lives. I ask under what conditions and with what 
agency the group members are able to shift their own and each other's relations to 
experience, through talk. As a practitioner-researcher I am driven by an equal curiosity 
about the actions of the facilitator and the agency of the group members. These twin 
intrigues cannot be separated for if feminist social work practice is concerned with 
changing women's lives it must understand not only its own capacities but also those of 
the women with whom it works. This latter appreciation, often neglected in practice 
research, has been brought to our closer attention by poststructural reminders of the 
oppression inherent in assuming our own centrality to the process of emancipation and 
by the echoing pleas of 'clients' to be able to name their own reality. A women's group 
does not necessarily provide the safe space needed to voice that reality but some groups 
do achieve the consciousness-raising goal of eliciting such accounts, changing their 
context, and so making agency more possible. 
Critical theorists or feminists emphasising the embodied world would perhaps debate 
whether community-based women's groups are significant as a form of agency for 
women or as a site of emancipatory social work practice given their middle-class. 
Western character. Yet until they are held up for examination neither their resonance 
with other (non-Western, non middle-class) practices, nor their potential for 
emancipation, are known. The processes within these sorts of groups, whether 
transformative or constraining, are not yet adequately accounted for in the literature. 
indicating perhaps the academic and professional marginalisation of community-based 
groupwork. In contrast to this is the lived experience of feminist group facilitators who 
know that while such groups may have mixed success they can be important arenas for 
women. The stories of the women who both foster and participate in such groups need 
to be told. 
As a facilitator of community-based women's groups I developed a hunch that the 
'topic-based' program of these groups, while limiting interaction, provides a 
paradoxical freedom to approach or retreat from more personal disclosures via comment 
on the given 'issues', and that this is in some way novel or important. Although my 
curiosity about this inspired the research, the conversation analysis method chosen, even 
the 'applied CA' form adopted in this study, does not permit the testing of a priori 
theory. Conversation analysis (hereafter CA) demands that the analysis stays close to 
the data and build on the existing body of CA knowledge about ordinary conversation. 
Notwithstanding this intention, both the poststructural understanding that underpins this 
research and a critically reflective approach indicate that any questions driving the 
researcher will inevitably be expressed within the research, and need to be named at the 
outset. The researcher's stance towards their subject perhaps above all affects the 
framing of a question and choice of a method. By starting with curiosity about the group 
members' agency and the freedoms the group structure allows them, I am led to the CA 
method which is designed to detect exactly this. Inevitably what members do not 
achieve, and the constraints upon them, are less visible than would be the case in, for 
example, a critical discourse analysis, although CA does allow for some exploration of 
discourses and other language resources. 
The value of close studies of language processes to social work practice research, 
especially critical discourse and narrative analyses, is now being recognised. CA 
incorporates both discourse and narrative but sees these and other types of talk as 
primarily aspects of interaction. It allows me to locate both myself and the women in the 
group within the interaction, while also identifying the language resources (such as 
discourses and narrative plots) contributed by all the participants including myself 
Using the fine-grained detail of this analysis I am able to describe important 
characteristics of the facilitation style and of the participants' interactional style 
respectively. However, my concern is to use this knowledge to highlight and advance 
the achievement of agency by marginalised groups, hence the 'applied' CA method. 
use the CA characterisations to set the mothers' achievements (and their limitations) on 
the broader stage of civic contributions, as a form of citizenship. Finally I use the CA 
findings as the foundation for a conversational model of group process which 
foregrounds the contributions of both members and facilitator. Although based on a 
highly local study, and still unproven in its relevance to other sites, this model is derived 
from close data-based analysis of actual practice and so contributes to reflective practice 
literature as well as potentially to groupwork practice theory. 
The two primary research questions with which I approach this investigation reflect my 
commitment both to the evolving sociology of women's lived experience, and to the 
development of feminist groupwork practice theory. The nature of these questions 
channeled me into the experimental (for social work) methodology of CA, which leads 
to a third research question. The research questions are, therefore: 
1. In community-based feminist groupwork what do the group members achieve 
together, for themselves and for each other? 
2. Which facilitation practices support those achievements and which limit them? 
3. What contributions can the methodology of applied conversation analysis make 
to social work practice research and what are its limitations? 
One feminist social work frame for research encourages us to present its rationale as an 
intersection between theory, topic, and biography (Featherstone, 2000). I will now use 
this structure to define the research problem, the way this project will address it, and the 
contribution this makes to scholarship and practice, before tracing my arguments very 
briefly in a summary of the chapters. 
THEORY 
"The work of the group is reflected in the processes which occur. These 
processes are enacted primarily through talk, through telling stories, doing 
activities collectively, reflecting on these events and moments, trying to make 
seme of them, and using them strategically in order to achieve both the group's 
purpose and the purposes individual members bring with them " (McDermott, 
2002, pi 50) 
Within social work, recognition of the power of talk to bring about change and 
exhortations to continue the consciousness-raising traditions of Paulo Freire are 
regrettably rare, notwithstanding the words of Saleeby and of McDermott quoted above. 
Talk is acknowledged as life-changing when it is therapy, but there have been too few 
passionate, detailed descriptions of social groupwork as transforming talk. Yet a strong 
case exists for placing the concept of 'talk' at the centre of theory-building and practice 
research in groupwork. This case rides on the valuing of everyday experience from both 
a feminist framework (Smith, 1987) and a social construction view (Shotter, 1993; 
Widdicombe, 1995), on the uses made of certain types of talk in social work practice 
(Leonard, 1997), and on the political functions of talk in the non-public sphere that 
constitute forms of social citizenship (Lister, 1997). Seeing the ways in which this form 
of social work practice is enacted through talk also promises to reveal some of its 
limitations, to probe how much talk can really change things, and how practitioners may 
unwittingly support oppression rather than emancipation in our talk. 
Through feminist analyses a whole world of taken-for-granted activities without a 
discursive home, including the intricacies of mothering work, has been uncovered (see 
for example Baber & Allen, 1992; Bowden, 1997; Everingham, 1994). Feminist theory 
has led the way in researching the underbelly of social relations found in the 
marginalised hves of women in the private sphere. These activities have been 
sufficiently silenced that we still know little of how they both challenge and support the 
status quo. Despite its humble scope, research into everyday life could reveal deeper 
secrets of social relations and selfhood because "attention to the everyday and to 
neglected areas (such as what kind of thinking does mothering require) obliges a 
reconsideration of what being a subject involves", as one feminist researcher argues 
(Fawcett, 2000b, p. 14). Ordinary conversation, as well as talk in specific sites of agency 
and constraint such as service encounters, falls into this category. Women's talk that 
occurs in the private or semi-private domains is especially marginalised by the higher 
status given to public, formal activities. 
Assuming a world that is constructed at least in part through social interaction, talk 
becomes one of the building blocks of social reahties. Not only this, but studying it 
allows us to understand more about power, oppression and subjectivity. As the 
originator of conversation analysis Harvey Sacks says, "we could say that what 
dominant groups basically own is how it is that we see reality, and there's an order of 
revolution which is an attempt to change how it is that persons see reality" (Edwards 
quoted in Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998 p. 16). It is this understanding that has made 
language-based studies relevant to emancipatory practice. With these methods, 
women's talk could prove to be a field of activity where agency and marginalisation, 
domination and oppression, are all 'bearable'. 
The transformative possibilities of talk are assumed in many ways within social work, 
and are explicitly used in its feminist tradition of consciousness-raising groups. This 
tradition is as relevant now as ever: conversation can be a form of activism when it 
occurs within dialogues in which oppressed peoples question the conditions of their 
lives. However, such groups are not emancipatory when they create a new orthodoxy 
just as restricting, as poststructural understandings have pointed out (Edwards & 
Ribbens, 1998; Fawcett, 1998; Pease «& Fook, 1999). Research needs to not only 
explore the dimensions of talk, but to do so with self-reflexive methodologies that 
analyse the researcher's power in order to limit it. Research into social work also needs 
social theory to interrogate and give voice to practice, to take it beyond descriptive 
theory and into an analysis of its underpinning assumptions. When social work practice 
with marginalised groups is placed within a body of work about transformative talk 
informed by research into narratives, discourses and talk-in-interaction, for example, it 
can be understood in new, sociological ways. Multiple local studies can be used to build 
up a composite picture that encompasses the diversity of the ways people achieve 
agency, while identifying patterns in the way they are oppressed. These studies will tell 
us more about how social work practice can use language to bring about change. This 
research is one such local study, focused around mothers' talk in a community-based 
group. 
Analytic tools to create a bridge between talk in private or transitional spaces and 
broader social relations are needed if research of local sites is to be useful to 
emancipatory movements. Women's traditional and subversive activities need not only 
to be uncovered but also linked with broader social relations. Staying within feminist 
theory, the link is made here through the emergent concept of feminist social citizenship 
(Gatens, 1998; Pateman, 1992; Young, 1990b), which is fluid enough to include 
'fransformative talk' as a potential civic contribution. The feminist scrutiny of the 
privatised, 'othered' world opens out many possibilities, and this research follows the 
thread of one of these: the agency that women express as citizens when they are 
relegated to the private sphere. It is as yet unclear whether this theoretical scaffolding of 
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social citizenship will endure, or be replaced with sturdier links, but in this exploratory 
phase it is a suitable platform to launch the line of inquiry. 
The diverse theoretical traditions of feminism, poststructuralism, social constructionism 
and citizenship theory form the basis of this thesis but are brought aUve in their 
application to the particular topic of groupwork with mothers of children with a 
disability. 
TOPIC 
"The disability story of parents needs to be heard; it will inform our knowledge 
of 'how people come to adopt stories'... (and) the act of telling one's story is a 
crucial first step towards... 'a coming to voice'" (Avery, 1999 p. 118) 
My desire to know more about the emancipatory potential and constraints of women's 
everyday talk, and specifically about social work's involvement with this talk, took the 
form of a study of talk in one facilitated group. Women often gather in transitional 
spaces in the community (between the public and private worlds) and talk about their 
lives, for example in playgroups, craft groups, book clubs, and so on, where the 
companionship and talk are as much a part of the group as its overt purpose (Taylor, 
1990). I have chosen community-based facilitated women's groups to illuminate a 
comer of poststructural feminist and social work theory because such groups are both 
potentially important and neglected. The argument for their importance has been briefly 
made above, and their neglect is evidenced in the scant attention paid to them in the 
existing social work literature. 
This group was with mothers of children with a disability, pointing to the two 
dimensions of the topic: mothering and disability. The everyday manifestations of 
mothering, in all their diversity, still slip through the net of many theoretical models. 
Much remains to be known, such as how mothering is learned, how its practices are 
changed, and how they challenge dominant discourses (see for example Miller, 1998; 
Ribbens, 1998). Again the local study of the single site has something to offer this 
exploration because broad-brush pictures can only tell so much. We need detailed 
knowledge of mothers' agency and constraint, and we also need useful experiments 
with novel research tools to help uncover more such knowledge. This study aims to 
contribute both to understanding mothering, and to refining research methodologies. 
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Although I was intent on studying a facilitated women's group, the exact choice of topic 
resulted from the particular opportunities and needs for a group in the local community 
centre at the time. In some ways 'disabihty' and 'mothering' are therefore arbitrary 
elements in this study but in others they are the most crucial elements because they 
constitute the marginalisation of these particular group participants in society. This is 
even more so for disability than for mothering. The workings of dominant discourses 
and structures against people living with disability, including those mothers whose child 
has a disability, are usefully documented primarily at the structural level (for example 
Chenoweth, 1996). However it is the everyday expressions of this oppression and of 
resistance to it which this study seeks out, building on the knowledge of those few 
studies that start with the mothers' agency (primarily Avery, 1999; Hillyer, 1993; 
Landsman, 1998). Other emancipatory struggles might also benefit from increased 
understanding of this one site of oppression and resistance. 
If the choice of the topic that allowed this study of the theory was partly circumstantial, 
my own biography was also a significant factor. 
BIOGRAPHY 
"There is no theory about the world that does not begin in someone's everyday 
experience " (Oakley, 1992 quoting Dorothy Smith) 
My own multiple positioning, mostly privileged but also reflecting marginalisation as a 
woman, needs to be acknowledged in order to understand the motivations and biases I 
bring to this study. For me as a social worker and a feminist, and as a mother for whom 
the private sphere is the hub of life, conversation between women holds a special place. 
Facilitating community-based women's groups within a community education program, 
I first learnt that if women are brought together in a safe but stimulating environment, 
their talk can be mutually supportive and life-changing. It was not until full-time 
motherhood relegated me to the private sphere almost exclusively, though, that I 
became conscious of the pressing everyday needs fiilfilled by having other mothers with 
whom to share stories on an ahnost daily basis. As a white, middle class woman I was 
unaccustomed to the experience of marginalisation. Being a newcomer to a community 
compounded the isolation as a new mother, and a local community centre became my 
salvation. It made the work of mothering comprehensible when I, along with other 
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'playgroup mothers', could name each novel, contradictory, demanding experience 
according to our perceptions of it: we could laugh and cry at it, make connections and 
dissections, and speak the previously unspeakable. This centre later became a place of 
part-time employment and the site of my research. 
When I turned back to social work, although I could position these sorts of groups of 
women within feminist theory, I did not often find community-based groupwork 
practice reflected in the (then available) descriptions of practice in the literature. So my 
decision to become a researcher-practitioner was based on the need to better understand 
both my successes and my failures in femmist groupwork, and to highlight this area of 
practice within social work practice and feminist theory. 
Venturing into the academic world, my hard-won certainties about private everyday 
realities were often challenged by theoretical accounts a world away. In a pattern typical 
of mothers in the professional working world, my experience seemed invisible within 
the most valued forms of knowledge (Smith, 1987). It was only by searching out the 
feminist theory that matched my experience, that I was able to maintain sufficient 
confidence in my experience of the transformative talk of women to study it. I was 
further heartened by the discovery of narrative theory, that understood reality to be 
socially constructed and therefore able to be changed through interactive re-storying, 
and then of the whole field of conversation analysis that took talking seriously. 
The local community centre where this research was based reflected its demographic, 
attracting people from a range of backgrounds but overwhelmingly white and 
predominantly middle-class, and the research group was typical of that. Perhaps the 
reflective and conversational tone of the group advertisement (Appendix Bl) also 
attracted more middle-class women like myself However, attention to only broad 
categories of difference, such as race and class, does not do justice to the varieties of 
marginalised experience that exist within groups. One community development 
approach is to work within one's own community, and this was what I had decided to 
do in facilitating women's groups. From a CA point of view also, it is necessary to be 
part of the culture from which the data came in order to make a valid analysis (Heap, 
1997; Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998). In common with the group members I was a mother, 
but the major difference in the group apart from my additional power as facilitator was 
that I did not have a child with a disability. 
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Although it is impossible to acknowledge or trace all the workings of biography on 
one's project, one can at least name their significance. One example illustrates how 
diverse and rich those influences can be. Making the linkages between a poststructural 
feminist theoretical framework (itself internally contradictory at times) and an applied 
CA method was a significant task, and at one point I saw a parallel between my own 
close-up study of ordinary interactions and the work of a photogr^her that I chanced 
upon. Her lovingly detailed, sharply focused, and fearless portrayals of her own women 
friends combined the subjectivity of the photographed (in the modernist sense of the 
humanist, self-determining subject), with unblinking portrayal of their objective 
surfaces. At first glance the results could be taken to be objectifying those women, until 
the forthright gazes of the images asserted that they are indeed subjects with agency. 
Paradoxically, it was the close, appreciative scrutiny (like that of conversation analysis) 
that both threatened to objectify and simultaneously showed respect. The photographs 
became a metaphor for my constant challenge to attend to both the research 
participants' agency and to their subjection to my professional power, as a facihtator 
and a researcher scrutinising their interactions. 
My own intention, like that of the photographer, is to discover hidden aspects of 
women's lives and to question given understandings of the ways those lives are 
constituted, but I cannot pretend to be a mere bystander even as a researcher, let alone 
as a facilitator. It is my role as group facilitator that requires the group members to 
fulfill their roles as reflective, 'self-developing' mothers, and my researcher lens that 
captures and defines their interactions. The contradiction between the modernist CA 
view that I am simply observing modem subjects and the poststmctural view that I am 
creating research 'subjects' in the act of researching them is partially resolved by a 
poststmctural feminist approach that simultaneously holds the agency of the subject 
while critiquing dominant power. However, these tensions are one of the themes 
flowing through the research. 
The remainder of this introductory chapter will be devoted to an overview of the thesis 
stmcture and outline of chapters. 
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OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 
"Our goal is to make visible how practitioners of everyday life constitute, 
reproduce, redesign, or specify locally, what the institutional and cultural 
context of their actions make available to them" (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997 
p.115) 
At the core of this thesis is a conversation analysis of five 2-hour sessions of a 
community education group held in a neighbourhood cenfre with seven mothers of 
children with a disability and a sole facilitator (myself). The CA method requires 
repeated listening to the audio-taped data, production of highly detailed franscripts, 
intensive study of the transcripts, and reference to the existing body of CA work about 
both 'ordinary conversation' and 'institutional talk' to determine significant 
interactional pattems. Many previous CA studies proved relevant but one other 
'applied' study, of types of counselling talk, provided some of the foundational concepts 
and a point of comparison for this study (Silverman, 1997a). Reporting CA findings 
requires inclusion of the transcripts and analysis in the text itself, although the detail in 
the analysis means this will be a selection and not the full data set. However the process 
of selection of those more significant transcripts is less transparent, and begs the 
question about how 'significance' is decided. It is here that poststmctural critiques of 
CA's claims to 'objectivity' have a point (for insight into the debate between CA and 
discourse analysis proponents see Billig, 1999a; Billig, 1999b; Schegloff, 1999b). 
Furthermore, an emancipatory intent means that the purposes and theoretical 
assumptions are important in guiding the selection of particular themes. 
The variations from ordinary conversation detected through CA methods can advance 
knowledge of the particular context being studied. Community-based women's groups 
form a small part of the whole that is social work practice, and one that has perhaps yet 
to establish its exact character or emancipatory power in the context of AustraUan 
community services. For this reason a CA study was chosen, despite any limitations, to 
explore 'what happens' in such groups from as open a viewpoint as possible. A feminist 
purpose, however, requires any increased understanding of these groups to be put in the 
service of emancipatory goals, and so this analysis is held inside the broader framework 
of poststmctural feminism, a decision reflected in the stmcture of the thesis. 
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This framework is outlined in Chapter 2, which uses the mbric of 'women's talk in the 
non-public sphere' to link the diverse domains of feminism, poststmcturalism, social 
work practice, mothering, disability, and citizenship. As a social groupwork practitioner 
surveying documented knowledge, I start with the tradition of consciousness-raising, 
interrogate it with poststmctural feminist theory, and position it within current feminist 
political theories of social citizenship. When considering groupwork practice in a 
community development context I find that the groupwork literature, derived from 
diverse sources, carries contradictory assumptions, I argue that there is a need for 
research that simuhaneously describes community-based feminist groupwork and 
highlights women's achievements in such groups. Following the lead of poststmctural 
social workers and feminists, this thesis attempts to encompass the realities of both 
personal agency and stmctural oppression by studying the group members' and the 
facihtator's initiatives by tums, bracketing the one off to examine the other (for an 
outline of the epistemology of this approach see Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). The 
theoretical overview establishes a basis for this, arguing for a version of self-
constitution that allows for both. To complete the context for the study, Ch^ter 2 also 
sets out the forms of marginalisation experienced by mothers of children with a 
disability that might be addressed within groupwork, focusing particularly on discursive 
forms of oppression and resistance. 
Bridging the everyday world of talk-in-interaction and the broad sweep of feminist 
intent in this way requires a rigorous analysis of how interaction happens at a site, an 
analysis that can also lead to suggestions of what significant social relations it is 
constituting. The methodology of applied CA is chosen for this potential. Chapter 3 
gives an account of the methodological decisions underpinning the research approach, 
exposing the linkages between the social constmction epistemology, the poststructural 
feminist theoretical basis, and a practice-based research design utilising conversation 
analysis. Given the unconventional pairing of poststiiictural feminism and appUed 
conversation analysis methodology, and the need for social work to expand its 
repertoire of practice research methods, I also include an account of the alternative 
methods considered and the decision-making processes involved in selecting 
conversation analysis. 
There follow the four data chapters spanning the contributions of the facilitator (Chapter 
4) and of group members (Chapters 5, 6 and 7). These data chapters first consider the 
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group's foundations (its basic stmctures and modes of operating), contributed by the 
facilitator (Chapter 4) and by the group members (Chapters 5). They then turn to ways 
the group members use those foundations to achieve learning, support and agency 
(Chapters 6 and 7). Together these data chapters form a picture of the pattems of 
interaction typical of this particular group. Although there are many other dimensions 
that could have been studied using CA, these particular ones were reached by an 
unmotivated (as far as was humanly possible) scan and thorough sifting of the data, 
informed by theories of talk, groups, identity, and change. I will now give a brief 
account of each data chapter. 
Chapter 4 introduces the data chapters with a focus on the facilitator's domain. The 
concept of communication formats (Silverman, 1997a) is used to identify major 
organising pattems within the group's talk at a level that could be observable to a 
practitioner while remaining visible within the telescoped view of data analysis (that is, 
one level up from the detail of CA). 'Formal' and 'informal' communication formats are 
initially identified to characterise interaction that is dominated by the facilitator and by 
the members respectively. The facilitator-based format is then described more fully by 
drawing on the CA concept of 'troubles talk' and the eliciting, contextualising and 
remedying activities that comprise it. I show how the activities and discourses 
introduced by the facilitator encourage troubles-tellings but not necessarily troubles 
remedies. This chapter explores the power that the facilitator has to introduce a 
'troubles' or other discourse, and the way that troubles-tellings by the group members 
constitute the facilitator's role. This chapter brackets the participants' agency to study 
that of the facilitator, but the remaining data chapters bracket the facilitator's agency in 
order to describe the accomplishments of the group members. 
Chapter 5 is the first of the data analysis chapters to specifically consider the 
achievements of the group members in the informal communication format. In 
particular it identifies the affihative foundation laid by the members, and the necessity 
of this attention to commonaUty to the group's achievements of learning and support. 
This foundation is presented first among the accomplishments of the group members 
because the relationships established create the possibility of all other achievements. 
Ironically it is by considering the 'deviant' activity (in the group) of advice-giving that 
the group's dominant affiliative style becomes visible. The few instances of exphcit 
advice occurring in the group attracted my attention initially, and by following the 
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painstaking logic of conversation analysis, they led to findings about commonality, 
mutuality, reciprocity and affiliation. This analysis also reveals some intriguing aspects 
of identity and difference. Sharing common identities is vital to affihation but diverse 
identities are necessary to learning, and so members need to move readily between 
different identities. The analysis also contributes an understanding, at the micro-
interactional level, of the delicacy and skill mvolved in successfully managing 
difference. Furthermore, CA shows that these group members constmct their social 
identities using the language resources of discourse identities, topics and discourses. 
Identity and difference are concepts of great interest to scholars of broader social 
relations, but their emergence from 'talk-in-interaction' data shows the potential of 
studying multiple local sites to build up a picture that complements the 'grand 
narratives' of traditional sociology about concepts such as these. 
The thesis then moves on to highlight the use that the participants make of the 
facilitator's topic-based foundations inviting froubles talk, and their own affihative 
relationships in the group. In Chapter 6, one of the main member-based activities is 
identified as the use of 'second stories', a conversation analysis tool probing the type of 
story-telling that occurs in a series. Although I always intuitively expected stories to be 
an important group feature, when the pilot group revealed that other types of talk were 
also important the decision was made to use CA rather than narrative analysis, and 
stories no longer held central place. They nonetheless proved vital as this chapter sets 
out to demonstrate, not so much to trace individual reflection and change as might be 
expected (although a narrative analysis would more effectively explore this), but to 
provide mutual support and learning. When all the 'stories' were identified in the 
transcripts and sifted for themes and deviant instances, the frequency and elegance of 
second stories demanded attention. From close scmtiny of the data multiple functions of 
second stories emerge, including supporting each other, normalising and extemahsing 
troubles, educating others without implying inadequacy, and displaying commonality. 
Consistent with the original CA descriptions of second stories they are skillfully 
produced and individually crafted to suit the conversational event, in this case to assist 
each other, a gift exchanged between group members in recognition of their mutual 
need. Sometimes they may be produced for the teller's advantage rather than that of 
other participants, but at their most successful they allow other participants to critically 
change their relationship to their experience in a way that is demonstrable in their talk. 
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Chapter 7 continues the exploration of how members use mutually supportive 
relationships to create new realities with their talk, specifically focusing on ironic 
humour. Unlike stories, nothing in the groupwork literature or 'practice wisdom' led me 
to expect to find humour such a striking feature. Starting with an observation of the 
amount of laughter transcribed, I investigated the different ways in which it appeared in 
the group interactions, discovered its typical features through previous CA studies, and 
identified ironic humour as of particular interest for its potential to contrast 'what is' 
with 'what should be'. This ironic humour does more than ease interactional 
awkwardness (a common purpose of laughter), although it is used to demonstrate 
adequate 'coping' with troubles in a way also found in ordinary conversation. More 
importantly, these mothers of children with a disability are sometimes able to use irony 
to mock the inadequate morality of the oppressive world. Rather than be captured as 
objects of another person's action and be defined by more powerful discourses, they use 
irony to critically revise disempowering experiences. This CA analysis of a few 
instances of ironic humour even allows us to imagine how reconstmction of life 
narratives, innovation of new discourses and forging of new identities might occur over 
many such conversations, and indeed be 'social change work' at the intimate and 
difficult level of conversation. Although only examples of the group's interactional 
achievements rather than a full account of them, these last two data chapters also 
indicate the potential uses of CA in understanding practice. It remains for the next 
chapter to set these achievements in a broader context. 
Chapters 8 and 9 move into the realms of theory-building, again bracketing in turn the 
agency of the facilitator and of the group members in order to examine each separately. 
Each account also demanded very different methods. In Chapter 8, to assess the 
significance of the group participants' achievements within the wider social 
arrangements that concern critical theorists and practitioners (such as power, resistance, 
difference and identity) I turn to feminist theory, specifically to the politics of social 
citizenship. This chapter makes an argument for why the micro achievements of the 
previous three chapters are important, choosing a macro framework that is relevant to 
social work. The group contributions emerge as a form of active social citizenship in the 
semi-private space of a community-based group, the civic contributions of specifically 
situated mothers of children with a disability. This chapter draws on both the interview 
data from post-group interviews and the analysis chapters, to understand the 
achievements members seek (what they say about the group) as well as what they do 
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achieve (what they say in the group). While not wishing to overstate the significance of 
such group interactions in the whole scheme of social citizenship concerns, I am 
encouraged by the poststmctural feminist approach to explore such links, appreciating 
that knowledge of agency and constraint at the social level begins partly in micro social 
interactions. 
Chapter 9 also steps beyond the original data analysis, to develop a talk-based model of 
community-based feminist groupwork. In Chapters 4 to 7, the data analyses produce 
some novel and perhaps important observations about group process, participants' 
agency, and facilitator power, but recognising that CA does not produce very accessible 
descriptions of practice for practitioners, I sought a way to better communicate the 
essence of my findings. From a CA researcher point of view much is lost in this kind of 
representation, but from a practitioner point of view much is also gained. I explored 
many different ways to sum up community-based groupwork diagrammatically or 
thematically, searching for the key dimensions that emerged from the data and also had 
the most leverage in defining group interactions. The two dimensions of facihtator or 
member-based talk, and of safe or risky talk, were selected because they help to explain 
the features identified in the data analyses as cmcial: formal and informal 
conununication formats, troubles talk that is invited without being imposed, the 
importance of participants' affiliation, where stories are elicited and used, and how at 
their best these groups can produce real change. These two dimensions, intersected, 
produce four main types of talk (reporting, counselling, reconstitutive conversation and 
ordinary conversation) and indicate the facilitation tasks of establishing them and 
moving between them. While the facilitation goal is probably ultimately the 
'reconstitutive conversations' that occur in member-based risky talk, the model shows 
how the participants must initiate this direction, and how the facilitator-based (formal) 
format sets the stage for such initiatives. The model also encourages faciUtators to 
recognise that their own agency sits in the midst of that of the participants. As in 
Chapter 8, this chapter goes beyond the language of CA to explore the imphcations of 
the study's findings, and the model must necessarily remain a somewhat tentative 
proposition given the very local nature of the research in which it originates. 
Chapter 10 is the concluding chapter, highlighting the contributions of the sttidy and 
suggesting future directions for investigation. By stepping aside from broader 
characterisations of community-based women's group interaction, such as 
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'consciousness-raising', or 'social support', and instead studjdng the detail of how 
interaction is managed in this specific site, this research is paradoxically able to address 
broader questions about social arrangements. Fresh perspectives also emerge from 
paying attention to the participants' agency as well as the faciUtator's, which form 
contributions both to social work practice and to feminist theory. 
This thesis seeks to illuminate a somewhat neglected area of social work practice and its 
parallel in neglected women's experience. My concern is to appreciate and improve a 
groupwork practice that counters peoples' isolation, silencing and oppression, while 
also acknowledging my own position in that practice. The research task required a 
researcher-practitioner in an extremely local study, placing me squarely within the 
research event, but this apparent liability has also enabled unique insights and has 
sustained my abiding passion for the project. 
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CHAPTER 2 
FEMINIST GROUPWORK AND CITIZENSHIP: THE 
CONDITIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS OF SELF-
CONSTITUTING TALK 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter lays out the theoretical foundations of the study, linking the apparently 
diverse concepts of talk, self, citizenship, mothering and disability within a 
poststmctural feminist frame. Studying the social change potential of an area of social 
work practice, feminist groupwork, requires a theoretical range that spans the individual 
and the social. Concepts of the self, concepts of power, and concepts that link the two 
are all required. Because talk is pivotal to this groupwork, power is conceptualised as 
the operation of discourses, self as the identity that is collaboratively conversationally 
constituted, and the tension between the two as the play of agency and constraint in talk-
in-interaction. A previous language-based study of a young mothers' group, an instance 
of stmctural social work rather than of community-based feminist groupwork, used 
discourse analysis to explore how power is both shared and contested between 
facilitator and participants (Healy, 1996). The present study completes another part of 
the picture, using conversation analysis to investigate the collaborative aspects of group 
interaction. 
Groupwork theories tend to place the facilitator in centre stage as the orchestrator of 
group events. Even consciousness-raising implies that the members need to be 
confronted with their false consciousness to be liberated, rather than taking as given the 
participants' personal agency. There are many studies of groupwork examining either 
the facilitation process, or the outcomes as reported phenomenologically by the 
participants, and some feminist groupwork frameworks that include both facilitator and 
participants as active subjects and strive to extend the traditional 'consciousness-raising' 
model. However, the conversation analysis methodology provides a fresh perspective by 
treating the facilitator's practices and the collaborative accomplishments of the group 
members as inextricable. The study of group dynamics has encompassed both facilitator 
and participants' agency, but uses psychological rather than sociological theory. The 
analysis of feminist groupwork as talk-in-interaction encourages novel explanations of 
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botii the facilitator's and the participants' actions by looking at them simultaneously as 
social accomphshments. Assuming that groups are sites of social constmction, as CA 
does, reveals both the agency of the actors and the context that bounds that agency. 
Furthermore, these insights can have greater leverage if the political work that women 
in a community-based group might be doing is appreciated using the concept of social 
citizenship, expanded by feminist analysis to include contributions in the non-pubhc 
sphere. Post-stmctural ideas of self-reconstitution in a context of multiple identities and 
discourses provide further concepts with which to discuss the 'political' imphcations of 
the 'personal' interactions of the group in another version of 'the personal is pohtical'. 
While this type of community-based group may be suited to any of a broad range of 
people who are looking for opportunities to converse about their experiences in new 
ways, in this instance it was offered to mothers of a child with a disability. The over-
riding questions posed in this study are on a more general level than the actions of this 
particular group, but an analysis of their talk-in-interaction needs to account for what is 
already known about the specific experiences of marginalisation and agency of mothers 
of children with a disability. The significance of the group's conversations as potential 
re-constitutions of these social relations can then be gauged. 
If this study's theoretical framework is likened to a canvas there is a disparity of styles 
to coalesce into the whole. Each of the concepts central to this study addresses itself to a 
different task. The study of talk has been highly magnified and fine-grained, with a 
naive painter's apparently indiscriminate attention to detail that nonetheless creates its 
own order. The study of identity is like a series of portraits each taken from a different 
viewpoint and offering different insights. Feminist groupwork has been expressively 
sketched in its dynamic forms, but not convincingly rendered part of the bigger picture 
of groupwork practice. The large landscape of social citizenship has been clearly 
depicted with a broader bmsh, but the work of filling in some of the detail remains. This 
diversity makes the task of creating a unified composition of these elements challenging 
but exciting. Critical, feminist and poststmctural theories suggest that the details of 
daily life play a part in constructing social relations, and yet the precise operations are in 
many ways still a mystery. 
This chapter first tums to the concept of 'talk', central to a feminist analysis of women's 
activities in the non-public sphere, and thence to a poststmctural analysis of the part 
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played by language in constraint and agency. This framework leads on to considerations 
of identity and 'self, since these concepts are implicated in liberatoiy social work and 
feminist practice where both the personal and the political are to be challenged. Moving 
from the 'personal' to the 'political', the relevant aspects of social citizenship are then 
explored, since this study sets feminist groupwork against that backdrop. Following on 
from this 'big picture', the specific context of the particular group is outlined: the 
studies of mothering work and of mothering a child with a disability are explored. 
Finally, the knowledge base of feminist groupwork is examined to identify its 
foundations for this study £ind the questions it poses. 
This theoretical journey can be described graphically to show the central concepts, their 
contributing social theories, and the practice frameworks to which they are relevant 
(Figure 1). This concept map shows that the logic of the theoretical framework is in its 
relationship to practice, as this is practice-based research. 
TALK 
'Talk' is the central organising concept of this thesis, and critical, feminist and 
poststructural theories all underscore its importance. Consciousness-raising methods 
since Freire's work (1972) have tapped the power of words to change the world, not 
rhetoric amplified from a public stage, but the words of disempowered people meeting 
over their common concems in community. Understanding this split between the public 
and private spheres is also pivotal here because it has rendered women's talk in 
particular irrelevant, trivial and indeed silent. Feminists continue to use consciousness-
raising as a defining concept for both practice and theory, but have revised some of its 
assumptions in the light of poststmctural criticisms of its unitary view of reality, and its 
silencing of differences between women. Indeed poststmcturalism has added whole new 
dimensions to considerations of the importance of talk, with its concepts of discourse 
and narrative in particular (Kellehear, 1993; Potter, 1997). Before a close scmtiny of 
these dimensions of language, the feminist analysis of the public-private split will be 
detailed, as it underpins core concepts not just of talk but also of feminist groupwork, 
social citizenship, and mothering. 
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Marginalised talk in private and transitional spaces 
"Although the word 'gossip' originally possessed all the familiar connotations 
of friendship - affection, kindliness, intimacy - the change which occurred in its 
meaning, to a negative pursuit, reflected a deliberate disempowerment of 
women's words: women's words were trivialized" (Tebbutt, 1995, p. 176) 
Patriarchy relies on a pubhc-private spht that marginahses activities such as talk 
between women in private and semi-private spaces. What happens in the private sphere 
has not traditionally been regarded as an object worthy of study even in much of 
sociology (Smith, 1987). Feminists need to explore fraditional women's activities (such 
as sustaining relationships and maintaining social secrets), as well as subversive ones 
(such as imaging possibilities and generating feminist politics), that occur in private and 
in public spaces (Fine, 1992). In fact we need to pay special attention to what has been 
marginalised and hidden in women's experience, and to analyse how these activities are 
constrained, but also how they express agency and even resistance (Flax, 1990). In 
studying the private sphere we become more knowledgeable about differences between 
women, without losing sight of the ways in which they are regulated (Smart, 1992). 
It is not only the private sphere that is marginalised: we also need to consider the social 
relations existing at the intersection of the public and private. It has been said that in the 
private sphere social relations are concrete, everyday, and interconnected, as opposed to 
the more goal-oriented, individualised and abstracted relations of the public sphere. 
Between the two are "all the areas that seem to be not clearly public or private anyway, 
such as caring work within public organisations, or semi-formal groups such as 
playgroups operating in local neighbourhood contexts" (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998 
p. 13). We need new vocabularies for these sorts of activities that have previously been 
hidden within the public/private dualism. One solution is for a feminist-enriched version 
of the public sphere to expand to take in activities that are now relegated to the private 
sphere (Young, 1990a). Some of these activities, such as caring, can be seen as 
operating in a continuum from the private to the public domain (Bowden, 1997), and so 
an a priori distinction between what is properly public and what is properly private can 
be rejected as forcing some persons or experiences into privacy (Young, 1990b). 
However, with the recognition that vital activities occur in this transitional space (Flax, 
1992), and that many of these are yet to be explicated, it may be preferable to leave the 
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question of the precise relationships between the public, private and transitional spheres 
open until more information about their specific characteristics is available. 
Movement between the private and public spheres is unportant in feminism: many 
personal needs have become public issues only by being spoken sufficiently in private 
spaces to constmct collective accounts that externalise that need, and eventually 
transcend its introversion (Dominelli & McLeod, 1989; Fraser, 1989). At its best, the 
women's talk that occurs in private and transitional spaces amplifies hushed 
experiences. From a social constmction viewpoint complementing these feminist 
arguments, talk creates social order even in its very local, everyday nature, providing 
the language resources for the more formal and public articulation of social relations 
(Shotter, 1993). Perhaps more commonly but no less significantly, women's talk in 
non-public spaces provides social support. Activities like 'care' need to be 
acknowledged as contributing to the fimctioning of social cohesion (Benhabib, 1992). 
Caring is expressed in many ways: being heard and hearing is one form of reciprocal 
support and care (Bowden, 1997), yet it is traditionally derided as gossip even when it is 
an expression of mutuality and kindness (Tebbutt, 1995). 
Social work also exists at the junction of the public and private worlds, and has the 
opportunity through talk to promote this transposition of personal needs into public 
issues and discourses of rights (Fraser, 1989). Feminist groupwork, starting with the 
consciousness-raising tradition, has appreciated that talking together is one of the ways 
in which the personal becomes political (Butler & Winfram, 1991; Gottlieb, Burden, 
McCormick, & Nicarthy, 1983). 
Emancipatory talk: from consciousness-raising to self-reconstitution 
"Women's lives are discussed in all their momentous triviality. The technique 
explores the social world each woman inhabits through her speaking of it, 
through comparison with other women's experiences, and through women's 
experiences of each other in the group itself (MacKinnon, 1989, p.86) 
Feminists have used talk between women in groups to attempt to change social relations 
at personal and political levels since adopting the consciousness-raising model of Paulo 
Freire (1972). Consciousness-raising is pivotal as a theory and a method in feminism: it 
is a way for women to know about their situation but also a way for them to change it. 
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Consciousness-raising groups allow women to emphasise their experience of 'self as 
well as of society, and to create new types of subjectivity from which to act, in a 
"collective critical reconstitution of the meaning of (their) social experience" 
(MacKinnon, 1989, p.83). Although the settings for consciousness-raising vary, by 
unsettling old realities they all create a free enough speice for previously unnamed 
experiences to be voiced. However, the study of consciousness-raising's effectiveness m 
achieving its emancipatory goals is frustrated by the inextricability of the phenomenon 
itself from the thought that expresses it (MacKinnon, 1989). What can be studied, 
between its source and its outcomes, is what happens in consciousness-raising groups. 
Consciousness-raising groups have provided a method in social work as well as feminist 
practice for marginalised people to claim their experience as marginalised rather than be 
subjected to versions of reality favoured by the dominant groups (Benjamin, Bessant, & 
Watts, 1997; Butler & Wintram, 1991; Ewick & Silby, 1995; Freire, 1972; Gorman, 
1993; Ife, 2002; Lather, 1991; Weedon, 1987; Young, 1990b), A new naming of reality 
becomes emancipatory, or liberatory, because "to act upon the world, one must have 
word to name (to know) the world,.. Freire encourages the oppressed to discover 
generative themes in their culture that may be given life through language and to refuse 
to remain drearily constant and shaped by the oppressor's vocabulary" (Saleeby, 1989), 
However, the theoretical tension between domination by socizil forces and individual 
ability to resist them has remained largely unresolved in critical theory, and also in 
feminism, where the question becomes how women can achieve both subjectivity and 
agency within a patriarchy (Fay, 1987; Hekman, 1997), If the 'self is part unconscious, 
part embodied and part appropriated by society, then what we are conscious of being is 
only part of who we are and even the apparent experience of subjectivity and agency 
cannot be believed (Davies, 1993; Lennon & Whitford, 1994; Scott, 1991), Yet 
liberatory practice needs frameworks that include an active self, as well as a recognition 
of the ways in which women join in their own oppression (Lather, 1991; Weedon, 
1987), There is a further problem: the 'false consciousness' implicit in consciousness-
raising can contribute to oppression by speaking for people (Lather, 1991), The 
assumptions of consciousness-raising have often been singular, white and middle-class, 
ignoring the diversity of experiences between women (Davies, 1994; Gorman, 1993; 
Johnson, 1993; Lather, 1991; Sands & Nucio, 1992). It cannot be assumed that a 
consciousness-raising group is a benign environment for women to change their lives 
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for the better: power is claimed and contested m language, and groups have their own 
preferred discourses that suppress some members' experiences, especially if there is an 
assumption of unity of experience or identity (Flax, 1990; Healy, 1996; Leonard, 1997). 
Practitioners can never be sure that voices are not silenced but are cautioned to guard 
against the possibihty with reflective practice (McDermott, 2002). 
Poststmctural frameworks bring feminist practice and research closer to resolving these 
twin difficulties of how women's agency is possible in a patriarchy, and how oppressive 
unitary assumptions about women can be avoided (Fawcett, 2000b; Flax, 1990; 
Leonard, 1997; Scott, 1991). Indeed, some forms of feminism have contributed 
fundamentally to poststmcturaUsm, and in many ways complement it (Fraser & 
Nicholson, 1988; Lather, 1991; Yeatinan, 1994). If language itself, rather than 
consciousness (with its 'tme or false' dichotomy) becomes the object of study, then 
consciousness-raising can be replaced by the idea of 'reconstituting self many times 
over in discourses. Language may largely determine how a person can position 
themselves in relation to dominant discourses, but it is also possible to choose 
discourses, and to change those discourses in the way we take them up. All voices may 
be the effects of discourses but some are more creative, more author-ed: they are more 
empowering to the teller (Ribbens, 1998). This poststmctural framework is suited to 
feminism because it understands both how patriarchal power is perpetuated and how 
women exercise agency (Davies, 1993; Pease, 1996), although it still lacks complete 
resolution of the mystery of how these two dimensions operate in tandem. It does not 
resolve issues of professional power either, but in looking for diverse sites of power and 
resistance, can analyse its complexities and indicate how researchers and professionals 
can be less oppressive. The constmction of new subjectivities in talk parallels the 
consciousness-raising concept, without making assumptions about what is better for 
another. Being socially constmcted, this version of the self is shifting, multiple and 
contradictory, created under local rather than universal conditions. Rather than having a 
tme or a false consciousness, one possesses many fluid aspects of subjectivity, and 
rather than being ignored, difference is assumed (Opie, 1992). 
Critical poststructuralism 
"(T)he paradigm of language has replaced the paradigm of consciousness" 
(Benhabib, 1992, p.208) 
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Amidst the broad array of feminisms and postmodemisms, postmodem feminism 
arguably includes poststmctural feminism (Pease & Fook, 1999). Lti this study I will 
generally use the more specific term of poststmcturahsm rather than postmodernism, 
because it is more concerned with language as constituting reality, and finds that this is 
not just a condition of the poststmctural era but existed before that time (Davies, 1993; 
Weedon, 1987). Language has been recognised as a form of social power (that is, 
ideology) in critical theory, but in poststmcturaUsm it takes centre stage as discourse, 
where it is multidimensional, complex, subtle, and exercised in diffuse and often 
unconscious ways (Fairclough, 1992; Leonard, 1997). Poststmcturalists argue that there 
is no inherent meaning in any experience, that experience is always socially constmcted, 
and that meaning-making is a power stmggle between conflicting interests. Language 
therefore does not describe action: it is the action of constituting accepted meanings 
(Fairclough, 1992; Scott, 1991; Weedon, 1987). Dominant discourses constrain our 
choices because we must constmct our sense of self out of the positions they make 
available for us. 
To act at all is to try to colonise the world with our own discourses to some extent 
(Davies, 1994), and one poststmctural response to this view of power has been to 
generate a multiplicity of local views none of which can be claimed to be better than the 
others. However, such 'strong' or 'sceptical' postmodernism operates conservatively 
and deconstmcts categories (such as 'women') that are needed for emancipatory theory 
and practice, as well as excluding wider political, social and economic operations of 
power by concentrating on its language-based, local and context-specific manifestations 
(Leonard, 1997; Stiickland, 1994; Valverde, 1991; Young, 1990b). Withholding fixjm 
taking a position in the effort to avoid dominating others, cripples our capacity to 
analyse and allows domination to go unchecked in other, greater forms (Cameron, 1992; 
Pease, 1996; Strickland, 1994). This deconstmction of activism is also too abstract, 
making change seem ahnost impossible and presentmg a pessunistic view which 
becomes a further handicap to those interested in liberatory change (Cameron, 1992). 
Some post-stmcturalists therefore take a more moderate view and assume that agency 
exists at least in our ability to choose subject positions and to resist dominant 
discourses. Choices are found amidst constraint everywhere in women's stories (Butler 
& Wintram, 1991; Patai, 1988), and many writers have adopted this 'weak', 
'affirmative', or 'critical' form of poststmcturalism which allows strategic rather than 
wholesale use of poststiiictural ideas (Davies, 1993; Gorman, 1993; Hekman, 1997-
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Johnson, 1993; Lane, 1999; Lennon & Whitford, 1994; Leonard, 1997; Pease, 1996). 
This critical poststmcturalism foregrounds the discursive constmction of subjectivity, 
yet also finds agency in our capacity to know when discourse is constituting us, to re-
position ourselves, to use one discourse against another, and ultimately to know one is 
oppressed (Davies, 1993; Valverde, 1991; Weedon, 1987). It is this version of 
poststmcturahsm that underpins this study. 
Language-based analysis of agency and constraint 
"What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world 
would split open " (Muriel Rukeyser quoted by Laird, 1989, p.425) 
By studying the ways people use language, methods such as discourse analysis, 
conversational analysis and narrative analysis can find specific instances of language 
both reproducing and transforming society (Fairclough, 1992; Langellier, 1989; 
Silverman, 1997a; Weedon, 1987). While conversation analysis has focused on the 
micro-order of social interaction, discourse analysis has investigated the broad sweep of 
social actions such as power, and narrative analysis has proved well suited to feminist 
purposes. The tension in the poststmctural framework of the 'active subject acting under 
constraints' is demonstrated in the way some forms of analysis focus more on 
consfraints (Foucauldian discourse analysis) and some more on agency (conversational 
analysis) (Miller, 1997). However, these can be combined, for example in institutional 
ethnographies, which use discourse analysis and observation but also conversation 
analysis (and the possibility of certain types of narrative analysis), to trace the shape of 
power relations in organisations and the possibilities of resistance (DeVault & McCoy, 
2002; Ng, 1996; Smith, 1990). How people reclaim agency, manage contradictions, and 
constmct a sense of self out of multiple and fluid positions, is still not well understood, 
and language-based analyses offer a way to approach these questions. 
Much of what is known about women's talk especially in the non-pubhc sphere has 
been discovered using narrative analyses. Feminist researchers in diverse disciplines 
have chosen narrative analysis to study women's experiences as stmggles between 
mling and resistant 'storylines' (Anderson & Jack, 1991; Ewick & Silby, 1995; Haug, 
1987; Laird, 1989; Lempert, 1994; Richardson, 1990; Valverde, 1991; Wrye, 1994). 
Narrative analyses that treat story-telling as a form of social, even political, relations are 
most useful because they not only discern these story elements and plots, but also 
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incorporate the audience's capacity to either constrain or liberate the storyteller in re-
storying their experience (Bruner, 1986; Gergen & Gergen, 1984; LangelUer, 1989; 
Polkinghome, 1988; Reason & Hawkins, 1988). Studies of women's talk across 
disciplines and eras identify strong commonalities, such as the occurrence of jointly 
constmcted stories that provide an alternative to culturally dominant constmctions 
(Eder, 1988; Kalcik, 1975; Minister, 1991; Saleeby, 1989; Tannen, 1993). However, 
much remains to be discovered about agency and constraint in women's talk that is not 
in the form of stories, and feminists have used conversation analysis much less than 
narrative analysis. 
CA has not traditionally been concerned with macro-sociological themes. The analytic 
problem of how to empirically connect social stmctures (such as class, gender, and 
institutions) with talk-in-interaction is answered by reference only to what participants 
treat as relevant and consequential, and social stmcture is considered as a last resort of 
explanation (Schegloff, 1991; Wilson, 1991). However, the display of self-m-interaction 
involves taking positions in relation to one's experience that can indicate, and indeed 
can be in themselves, liberatory outcomes. If snap-shots of the talk-in-interaction 
captured through this rigorous analysis, can then be viewed through a wider social lens, 
then feminism's much-needed links between micro-politics and macro-stmctures 
(Fraser & Nicholson, 1988) can be advanced. 
This section has positioned the activity of talk within the set of theoretical ideas relevant 
to this study, that is, feminist ideas of consciousness-raising and of deconstmcting the 
public/private split, poststmctural concepts of discourse, and social constmction 
traditions of narrative and conversation analysis. In summary, talk is a deserving object 
of study for feminists, given its importance to consciousness-raising processes, and to 
poststmctural ideas of agency and constraint operating through language. While 
feminist scholars have recognised the power of talk, and have studied its pattems, the 
achievements of women's talk in private and semi-public spaces remain more an article 
of faith than of knowledge. Data-based research that pursues political and practice 
questions is needed to show the moment-by-moment constmction of identity and the 
social world in talk. To fully appreciate the contribution of talk to self-constitution and 
to social relations, however, frameworks to view each of these concepts are needed. 
'Self-constitution' will first be presented as an approach to discussing the self, and later 
'social citizenship' will be proposed as a social framework for this study, 
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SELF-CONSTITUTION 
The framework for understandmg 'self used here is a social one and interaction is the 
clay from which the self is moulded. The concept of a social self appears in 
poststmctural, social constmction, and feminist theory, but does not translate entkely 
smoothly across these three domains. Whereas social constmction is content to describe 
self-constitution ahistorically, critical poststmctural theory has concemed itself with self 
re-constitution under conditions of agency, constraint, and resistance. Poststmcturahsm 
has also annunciated the tensions existing between identity politics and difference, and 
how emancipatory practice needs to support both, a dilemma also affecting feminists. 
This and other poststmctural ideas about the power of discourse and narrative to 
constitute selves have informed social work practice and given it a new language to 
describe its emancipatory efforts. Feminism has especially benefited in this exchange. 
Although in using the CA methodology this study confines itself to versions of the self 
that are observable in interaction, its feminist purpose continually draws in evidence of 
the context of that interaction. 
Identity, subjectivity and the social self 
"(A)ny epistemological project whose aim is the articulation of female 
subjectivity seems... inevitably conflictual and contradictory" (Lennon & 
Whitford, 1994, p.4) 
The appropriate concept of self in social constmction epistemology must be a social 
self From a social constmction viewpoint "to the extent that peoples' identities are a 
function of their social relations, if they want to sustain their identities, the ontological 
security of their social being, they must sustain - that is, morally respect - both the 
identities of those around them, and the social relations which sustain those identities" 
(Shotter, 1993, p,164), Operatmg in the transitional space between self and other where 
social relations are created, the social self is constmcted in relation to, and variously 
displayed for, others, as feminists have also found (Flax, 1992), Feminism, though, does 
need a concept of 'self that is more than either a set of transactions or its complete 
postmodem deconstmction (Benhabib, 1992; Flax, 1992), Feminists are pursuing the 
complex task of theorising a self with agency that is also socially constmcted, flexible, 
multiple and local (Benhabib, 1996; Fawcett, 2000b; Rossiter, 2000; Stanley, 1994). 
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In the diverse frameworks of groupwork, citizenship, social work and disabihty theory, 
identity and subjectivity are also terms used to describe a social self (Leonard, 1997; 
Shotter, 1993). It is therefore necessary to lay out the relationship of these various 
concepts to each other and determine how they will be dealt with in this study. The 
social self is closely linked to subjectivity, but whereas the social self could be regarded 
as self-in-relationship, subjectivity exists solely as the result of taking up or rejecting 
discursive subject positions ('self-in-discourse'). Constituting subjectivity is an 
incomplete and complex process resulting in multiple, shifting versions in which 
sometimes agency and sometimes constraint dominate (Flax, 1992). Discourses 
compete to determine how a woman chooses her interpretation of each new experience 
and these interpretations constmct our subjectivity (Davies, 1993; Davies, 1994; 
Johnson, 1993; Sands & Nucio, 1992; Weedon, 1987). Subjectivity is both clauned for 
oneself and ascribed by others, and may also be discursively accepted or resisted. What 
poststmcturalism adds to the concept of the social self then, is the centrality of 
ideological power and an interest in how dominant discourses marginalise difference. It 
takes away the 'clean slate' with which interaction might begin, replacing it with scripts 
embracing dominant discourses (Widdicombe, 1998), Poststmctural feminists including 
social workers tend to speak of 'subjectivity' rather than 'self because of this inclusion 
of dominance and marginality. 
Identity is closely related to and often synonymous with the social self In CA, identity 
is problematic unless it describes only that part of the self which becomes one's identity 
in its mutual constmction or contestation, and is displayed for others, that is, it does not 
exist outside interaction (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998), Although identity can be 
defined in many other ways, here it is also only used in this sense. However, the 
constmction of identity in interaction remains a dynamic area that pushes at the 
boundaries of CA's knowledge. 
The compatibility between these frameworks is important in a study that uses 
conversation analysis for poststmctural feminist purposes. From some CA points of 
view there is no incompatibility with poststmcturalism. Staying close to the 
participants' own uses of identity, CA arguably does with even greater rigor what 
discourse analysis sets out to do, although poststmcturalists may not accept the 
arguments that social constmctionists have anything useful to say about power and 
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constraint (Schegloff, 1999a; Widdicombe, 1998)\ In all these views the self is 
continually negotiated by individuals, shifting in response to their own and others' hfe-
constiiictions (Fawcett, 2000b). When group process is seen within this social 
constmction frame as a place where stories are shared and interpreted in interaction, 
then the constitution of subjectivity and identity become its major purpose (McDermott, 
2002), The remainder of this section will consider in detail how this social self might be 
constituted. 
Dialogues across difference 
"Identity politics may be a rational and necessary response to the operation of 
power and domination in our society. However, this will only be the case if 
people are able to form a sense of identity that does not become so rigidly 
defining of their sense of themselves that they are unable to accept the reality of 
difference. " (Lehr, 1995. p 53) 
Any discussion of identity also calls up the issue of difference. Identity has become 
problematic in feminism, when it has tended to deny differences between women, while 
at the same time relying on women's differences from men m its arguments (Fawcett, 
2000b; Hekman, 1997), Identity politics have been extremely important for feminists, 
but have also operated to silence those women whose experience is not shared by the 
group, and to create barriers between those with different identities (Brown, 1994), The 
emergmg response to these tensions is a concerted approach to the issue of 'difference', 
including a more strategic use of the concept of 'woman', greater tolerance of 
difference, and re-locatmg difference in the relationship not the person (Fawcett, 2000a; 
Flax, 1990; Lehr, 1995; Pease & Fook, 1999), hi this strategic politics of coalition, 
feminism and liberatory practice can conceptualise persons as able to change, as non-
unified, and as constituted by local and particular operations of power, and so difference 
can become a resource not an obstacle. 
Identity is important for sohdarity between groups of people who are marginahsed by 
dominant discourses, and who need to join together to pursue social equality goals. An 
affinity group of those with a common group identity provides a secure base to confront 
the contradictions in one's identity and the difficulties experienced in creating coalitions 
with people outside that group. It can be "a nurturing space where you sift out what 
' The advantages and criticisms of the CA method are detailed in Chapter 3. 
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people are saying about you and decide who you really are" (Reagon, 1983, p.358 
quoted in Lehr, 1995), Coalition politics is threatening because a person needs to be 
sufficiently secure in their own identity to be open to others' difference. In fact in this 
sense coalition politics assumes a 'modem' rather than postmodem person (Benhabib, 
1992). Without the sense of belonging and security provided by a common membership 
in affinity groups, it is ontologically difficult to see things from a very different point of 
view. Paradoxically then, identity politics are a prerequisite for dialogues across 
difference, and this has become an important balance in civic participation. Rather than 
force groupings around differences, looser coaUtions can allow identities to be 
maintamed (Lehr, 1995; Lister, 1997; Young, 1990a), Diversity is needed provided it is 
distinguished from divisions created by power relations (Fawcett, 2000b; Rossiter, 
2000), 
It is important to know more about the types of interaction that build understanding 
across difference. Stories, questions, rhetoric and greetings are all claimed to have a 
role, as does taking the others' needs into account. It seems that mutually recognising 
and seeking understanding of the other, suspending one's assumptions in order to listen, 
offers new learning to us in return (Young, 1997). However, to really understand these 
accomplishments, language-based studies of how they operate in everyday contexts are 
needed. 
Constituting and reconstituting self 
"Having the opportunity to talk about one's life, to give an account of it, is 
integral to leading that life rather than being led through it" (Maria Legones 
and Elizabeth Spelman quoted by Patai, 1988, p. 163) 
In the literature there are two complementary pursuits of a theory of self-constitution. 
One is a sociological, constmctionist interest in the social constmction of 'self, often 
drawmg on narrative theory. On the other side of the same coin is the liberatory concern 
with re-constitution of self, generally owing a greater debt to poststiiicturalism. These 
will be detailed in this section. 
Constituting the self involves sittiating oneself in relation to one's experience through 
telling about experiences, giving form to feelings and activities and problematising them 
in order to see them afresh and reevaluate them (Shotter, 1993). This may be especially 
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important when the experience is a troubling one: people transform their experiences so 
they can live with them without too much contradiction (Haug, 1992). Narrative theory 
has developed these ideas in relation to stories. By becoming the protagonist and not the 
object of one's own story, through ongoing effort and the support of others in 
interaction, a sense of self is constmcted (Patai, 1988; Polkinghome, 1988). 
In re-constituting the self the emphasis is on changing one's position in relation to 
dominant discourses. As already outlined, poststmctural theory describes how subjects 
can reject the way they are positioned in dominant discourses and work towards 
creating new and more emancipatory discourses and therefore subjectivities. As in 
consciousness-raising, confradictions prompt this reconstitution when they express gaps 
between lived experience and dominant ideas about that experience (Lather, 1991): "it 
is in the act of self-reflection and of speaking and listening to others that the subject 
constitutes ... herself and recognises the emergence of a new and possibly even unstable 
identity" (Leonard, 1997, p.60). Clearly there are also links to therapy and liberatory 
practice in this re-authoring of one's own history (Leonard, 1997; McNamee & Gergen, 
1992; Pease & Fook, 1999; Shotter, 1993; Stewart 8c Valentine, 1990). However, it is 
difficult to avoid the imposition of professional discourses and the new narrative or 
subject position risks benefiting the practitioner more than the teller. From the 
conversation analytic perspective, this is inevitable: for example, froubles talk 
constitutes both the client and the counsellor's identity (Miller & Silverman, 1995; 
Sacks, 1989). Fortunately this professional asymmetry can be diluted within groups 
where the collective audience of other members provides the dominant gaze (Leonard, 
1997). Self-reconstitution is not what always happens in a group, but it is what group 
facihtators desire. The process of self-reconstitution as it occurs in feminist groupwork 
will be described later in this chapter. 
Language and self-constitution in social work practice 
"The social worker ...is in a pivotal position to serve herself, her clients, and 
her society as a messenger - a bearer of interpretive, fragmentary, personal, 
emotional, heart-wrenching tales of oppression, of silenced voices, and of 
darkness" (Gorman, 1993, p.247-8) 
The domain between personal meaning and social power claimed by social work is 
inevitably confradictory and social work's commitment to removing oppression is 
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perennially compromised by its being embedded m the social stinctures that create 
oppression (Jamrozik, 1994). Social workers continue to search for viable practice 
models to bridge this gap by adapting theories such as critical social theory, feminism 
and poststiiicturalism (Fook, 1996; Goldstem, 1992; Gorman, 1993; Saleeby, 1989; 
Sands & Nucio, 1992). One significant movement has been to recognise language itself 
as a major fransformative tool and to utilise discourse and narrative in particular to 
extend the range of practice and theory. 
Poststmcturalism gives the social worker insight into their confradictory, multiple and 
powerful position through the idea of discourse (Leonard, 1998; Parker, Fook, & Pease, 
1999; Pease & Fook, 1999; Rossiter, 2000). Critical discourse analysis includes the 
organisational context and power implications that are intrinsic to social work, and can 
accommodate its complexity (Fawcett, 2000a; Healy, 1996; Opie, 1995; Trinder, 2000). 
Discourse-based frameworks are being developed into practice models that reflect social 
work's awkward position at the social-personal nexus and provide an alternative to the 
psychology-based humanist models that are in confradiction with social work's 
stmctural concems (Jessup & Rogerson, 1999). Discourse analysis enables us to move 
beyond content analysis to incorporate the elements of interaction we know, as 
practitioners, are significant, such as hesitations, recursiveness, contradictions, and 
momentarily occurring data (Opie, 1992). 
Narrative has different applications in social work, providing it with an epistemology, as 
well as the methods of narrative mquuy, research written in the narrative style, and hfe 
story research (Featherstone, 2000; Goldstein, 1990; Gorman, 1993; Pease, 1996; 
Saleeby, 1989; Trinder, 2000). The interpretive, humanist assumptions of this narrative 
epistemology are sympathetic with social work's concern for individuals to step outside 
their oppressive experiences, if only through the telling of them. "The client's fiction or 
story, like our own, reveals with purpose or intention a particular world view" through 
which we connect with each other and express our precious personal meanings 
(Goldstein, 1992, p.50). In personal narratives people organise fragmentary experience 
into a personal history to create a unique 'self (Stanley, 1994). This process may be 
most apparent in its absence, when frauma surfaces repeatedly but inchoately because it 
cannot yet be named (Cooper, 1994; Herman, 1992). Stages of healing from frauma can 
be traced in the form of the storyline, from 'restittition', to 'chaos', to 'quest' narratives 
(Frank, 1995), or from 'constriction' through 'remembrance' to 'reconnection' 
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(Herman, 1992). At the more everyday level of human experience, if an event 'doesn't 
make sense' it is because it cannot yet be integrated into a plot that explains it 
(Polkinghome, 1988). It is clear then why 're-storying' is a ready metaphor for social 
work's healing aspirations. 
Like other forms of talk narrative can also be viewed as a way of constmcting social 
relations (Langelher, 1989). Feminists' interest in women's stories has often reflected 
this understanding, emphasising personal historiography and the voicing of silenced 
experiences (Fme, 1992; Land, 1989; Miller, 1998; Stanley, 1994), and drawmg on 
conceptions of dominant and resistant narratives (Laird, 1989), collective narratives 
(Kalcik, 1975; Polkinghome, 1988; Richardson, 1990), and kemel narratives that may 
or may not be completed depending on the audience response (Kalcik, 1975; Minister, 
1991). As audience, the social worker can also nurture "counter-stories: tales of survival 
under difficult conditions; stories about compassion, about 'grace under pressure'; tales 
of accomplishment", as a social work advocate of a narrative approach argues (Saleeby, 
1989, p.356). Tellers need listeners, and the audience has the power to nurture or 
undermine a story (Jefferson, 1978; Polanyi, 1985; Sacks, 1992a; Shotter, 1993). 
Narrative has engaged social work practitioners coming from a critical education 
perspective (Cooper, 1994), a poststmctural position (Gorman, 1993; Rossiter, 2000; 
Solas, 1995), and the more fraditional psychosocial intervention (Borden, 1992). Family 
therapy and psychotherapies have developed the concept of narrative still more fully 
and have been a source of practice innovations such as 're-authoring', 're-storying', 
and 'memory work' (Gibney, 1992; Haug, 1987; Laird, 1989; White, 1991). 
Language is cenfral to social work and therefore the social worker's job is to strive for 
communicative competence with those with whom we work (Parker et al,, 1999), While 
such competence is the concern of a great deal of social work reflection, and greater 
reflexivity a constant catch-cry (Fook, 2000; Gorman, 1993; Parker et al,, 1999; Scott, 
1990), methods for analysmg our talk remain lunited. Interviews and group meetings, 
used predommantly in social work, are studied, but commonly with non-language-based 
methods that produce either pragmatic accounts unrelated to theory (Rossiter, 2000) or 
attempts at quantifiability such as process research (see for example Cheetham, Fuller, 
Mclvor, & Fetch, 1992; Reid, 1990), Conversation analysis, although it is a 
methodology specifically for examining talk-m-interaction, is still rare in social work 
research, 
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This section on self-constitution has grappled with the mercurial concept of the social 
self, noting its poststmctural challenges, and affirming social work's emancipatory goal 
of self-reconstitution, A study of talk that is concemed with emancipation inevitably 
evokes concepts of self-fransformation, and needs to come to terms with which 'self is 
being discussed. Here it is clearly a social self that constitutes identity in interaction. 
Social constmction methodologies are harnessed to study poststmctural feminist 
purposes in this study, but sound bridges need to be built between these two theoretical 
frameworks, to link them without them becoming merged (Miller, 1997). In 
conversation analysis, the 'self is only known when it is visible in interaction as an 
achievement in that context, but in feminist (albeit poststmctural) practice there is an 
assumption of, and interest in, more than a momentary self (Benhabib, 1996; Fawcett, 
2000b). What is discovered through the theory and method of conversation analysis 
needs to be linked with what is known, and needs to be known, in poststmctural 
feminism. 
In emancipatory practice 'identity' is a key concept, but 'difference' has also emerged 
as vital and the two are locked in a creative tension. Further research into the everyday 
expressions and resolutions of this tension might even show a way forward in 
negotiating larger questions of identity and difference that perplex our social world. The 
more fraditional questions about how to liberate the self through language 
(consciousness-raising) also still preoccupy emancipatory practice, remaining 
empfrically obscure though theoretically sharp. Groupwork, as one of the core social 
work and feminist methods, pursues an emancipatory agenda through talk as well as 
through action, and will be considered in detail shortly. First, however, the framework 
of 'social citizenship' will be proposed as a way of understanding the contributions of 
women's talk in non-public spaces to broader social relations. 
SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP 
The concept of social citizenship bridges individuals' activities and political processes, 
especially since feminism has deconstincted the idea of the citizen to include more 
personal and private domains. Interactions between individuals may draw upon our 
identities as 'citizens', as well as other identities. Social citizenship provides profound 
implications for the way we can theorise about social interaction. The feminist approach 
to citizenship detailed below argues that it is practiced in much more diverse ways than 
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have previously been imagined, including in community groups, and that many of these 
myriad and often subtle expressions of civic participation remain to be studied. 
Deconstructing citizenship 
"We need a methodology that explores the political dimensions of the private 
sphere and the complexity of the politics of identity" (Jones, 1990p.800) 
The potentially fransformative work done in private and fransitional spaces including 
women's groups, where women talk about their hves in new ways, will remain invisible 
until bridging concepts are found to link it with wider social relations, 'Citizenship' is 
one such concept: it is pivotal to our political organisation and to individuals' 
relationships with political processes, and has been receiving renewed attention as a 
way forward in debates about participatory democracy. Women's activities in the non-
public sphere can be analysed as forms of social citizenship, now viewed in new ways 
by feminists seeking to express the contribution women make to society and civic life. 
Citizenship has two aspects: rights, and the responsibility to participate also referred to 
as 'social citizenship'. While the former has been feminists' main focus in the past, 
participation is now also a pressing concern (Jayasuriya, 1996; Jones, 1990; Lister, 
1997), It has become a commonly expressed view that "what is fundamental to the idea 
of citizenship, is that it is about the involvement of people in the community in which 
they live" (Jayasuriya, 1996 p.29). The forms of participation must therefore be 
expanded to accommodate citizens' different positioning (Lister, 1997). The fraditional 
Westem view of citizenship goes back to Athens, where women were not citizens, and 
more recent origins of our idea of citizenship are also clearly patriarchal. The social 
confract that developed in Eighteenth Century Britain and Europe and was brought to 
Ausfralia was essentially one between men, and men from a specific class and race 
(Jones, 1990), The taming of men's competitive and aggressive behaviour for the 
purposes of the state was achieved by appeal to 'enlightened self-mterest', or the 
understanding that overall more mdividual needs will be met by co-operation (at least 
on a legal and civic level) than by enmity. What this ignored of course were the 
relations of caring which were aheady in place but carried largely in the 'feminine' 
(Gatens, 1998; Lister, 1997) as well as relations of. reciprocity m non-Westem 
communities (Jones, 1990), Depending on their class position women found various 
ways to move congmently between the domestic and civic arenas in their caring work, 
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at neighbourhood, fiiendship, family and organisational levels (Coltheart, 1998; Porter, 
1996; Weeks, 1996). However, the effect of the social confract for women was to be 
relegated to the non-civic, non-political domestic sphere (Gatens, 1998). The legacy of 
this is with us still in social policy decisions, employment practices and theoretical 
conceptions of society (Lister, 1997; Weeks, 1996). Women have not yet achieved full 
citizenship in part because their pohtical behaviour is still not fiilly accounted for in the 
very idea of citizenship. 
Feminists have successfully argued for the inclusion of community and social service 
work in ideas of social citizenship (Weeks, 1996). If the pubhc/private spht is to be 
thoroughly mended, however, citizenship also needs to provide a language to discuss 
the way women express their moral decisions about civic responsibility in less formal 
relationships (Jones, 1990; Porter, 1996; Raymond, 1986). Considerations of social 
citizenship need to include the sites where individuals in dialogue with each other are 
constmcted as citizens, or excluded from that constmction (Gatens, 1998; Jayasuriya, 
1996). The deconstmction of citizenship would expose not just the exclusions of 
women's contribution but also exclusion of other, non-dominant groups (Jones, 1990). 
In this critique of the fraditional view of social citizenship, feminists uncover how the 
public-private split has resulted in many contributions by women (such as caring) being 
unnamed and invisible (Coltheart, 1998; Gatens, 1998; Jones, 1990; Lister, 1997; 
Porter, 1996). Traditional assumptions about citizenship fail to accommodate the 
embodied nature of choices that citizens make about civic participation, such that 
mothers for example cannot readily operate in the ways the public sphere expects, and 
so must find other ways in which to contribute (Jones, 1990). One of these sites is the 
community 'mezzanine' (Kelly, 1998; Lister, 1997). Women become citizens through 
community participation just as much as in the act of voting or m membership of formal 
civic organisations (Gatens, 1998). It is sometimes argued that the one concept of 
'citizenship' cannot properly accommodate both intimate caring and pohtical action and 
risks dissolvmg the important differences that exist between civic and social 
participation (Coltheart, 1998; frving, 1998; Jones, 1990). Yet it remains an exfremely 
useful concept for valuing women's social contributions. 
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Civic participation in the non-public domain 
"(T)he ideal of a community requires a morality of mutual concern and 
responsibility which enhances our capacity as citizens to be reminded of other's 
claims" (Jayasuriya, 1996p.32) 
It is not only feminists who argue for conceptualising the civic contributions made in 
the non-public domain. However, feminist critiques have been vital in reaching these 
new, broader understandings of participatory citizenship. There are five areas of 
expanded civic participation relevant to this study: mothering, caring, self-development, 
managing differences, and expanding discourses. 
Mothering 
With feminist analysis and activism, motherhood has been confirmed as a form of civic 
participation: perhaps nurturing future citizens in accord with society's requirements is 
a civic contribution of such significance that it would have threatened other forms of 
participation in Westem states had it been formally acknowledged (Baber & Allen, 
1992; Bowden, 1997; Lake, 1993; Lister, 1997; Pateman, 1992; Young, 1997). Mothers 
have often been excluded from full citizenship because they lacked the financial and 
legal independence that seemed to go hand in hand with participation in the public 
domain, but it is arguably personal autonomy that is a prerequisite for citizenship rather 
than material independence. The implications are that adequate social support should be 
available for those engaged in caring work so they may be autonomous, and therefore, 
citizens (Young, 1997). 
Caring 
Caring has also been recently investigated as an expression of something pubhc and 
civic, not only private and personal. A feminist analysis of citizenship shows how the 
private realm of 'caring and intimacy' had been made ahistorical, individual, and silent 
(Baber 8c Allen, 1992; Dalley, 1988), yet relations of equity and reciprocity give 
recognition and confirmation of each other's different needs and capacities (Benhabib, 
1992 p. 159). As has been mentioned above, the caring that occurs m the private sphere 
is an essential support to the readily recognised forms of citizenship in the public 
sphere, as well as an expression of civic commitment in its own right (Bowden, 1997; 
Noddings, 1994; Porter, 1996). It has been rendered largely invisible, built on women's 
unpaid labour and its assumed 'naturahiess' (DeVauh, 1991). Caring in this group 
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context most closely equates to the 'social support' described m social work discourse, 
in which one member listens and responds to another member's self-defined needs, 
although it may also include the emotional support of confiding in each other and 
offering reassurance (Oakley, 1992). Both an ethic of justice based on concepts of 
universal rights and an ethic of care, based on specific relationship responsibilities, are 
needed, balancmg each other rather than opposmg each other. The concept of rights is 
still needed not least to protect women from the danger of this care becoming self-
sacrificial, and to ensure they maintain self-regard and self-care in the midst of then 
attentiveness to others (Gilligan, 1982; Lister, 1997). 
Self development 
In a context encouraging reciprocity, support for others cannot exist without self-
development. Although the 'ontological repair' achieved by listening, reflecting, and 
perhaps most of all by telling stories in a group (Stanley, 1994), is more self-referential 
than the other expressions of citizenship presented here, there are two arguments for 
seeing it as a form of social contribution. The first relates to doing the work of 
mothering, although the experience of mothering must be culturally and historically 
constmcted and the following critique reflects only the findings of Westem thought. For 
a mother, it is argued, the line between the self and the child is often blurred: the child's 
autonomy frequently co-constmcted with her own (Everingham, 1994), and yet this 
merging is dangerous both personally and politically (Glenn, 1994). To do mothering 
work requires self-knowledge and self-care, yet the greatest potential loss in 
motherhood is quite possibly one's identity, so the work to reclaim it has an amplified 
importance (Baber & Allen, 1992; Richardson, 1993). This is especially so given the 
feminist tenet that franscendence comes through self-cenfremg not self-denial (Hillyer, 
1993). Mothers often talk about their experiences in order to externalise them, move 
beyond them, and so change their relationship to them. The consequence of this work is 
not, however, limited to the individual: it constmcts more personally and more socially 
useful understandings. 
The second argument, then, is that nurturing a social self, a reflective self with a sense 
of belonging, is a collaborative and continual effort. Interdependent conversational 
activity constmcts resources for citizenship: in developing oneself one develops the 
community's ways of making sense. In this social constmctionist view, to have a 
significant social identity obligates one to provide others with communicative 
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opportunities to realise their ways of being (Shotter, 1993). In feminism too it is 
recognised that a self that cares for others is also necessarily a self-nurturing one 
(Porter, 1996), and that we need both solidarity and autonomy: 
"When the story of a life can only be told from the perspective of the others, 
then the self is a victim and sufferer who has lost confrol over her existence. 
When the story of a life can only be told from the standpoint of the individual, 
then such a self is a narcissist and a loner who may have attahied autonomy 
without solidarity. A coherent sense of self is attained with the successful 
integration of autonomy and solidarity." (Benhabib, 1992 p. 198). 
Having one's own voice is a form of agency that is not only re-constitutive of self but 
also of citizenship because it enables the emotional independence necessary for 
participation as a citizen (James, 1992). Furthermore, talk is usually cenfral to any 
'coming out' as a member of a devalued group (Hillyer, 1993). 
Managing difference 
As argued previously in this chapter, in the civic sphere where a balance of diversities is 
required, managing difference without losing equality is an important issue (Flax, 1992; 
Young, 1990a). In the private and transitional spaces of a women's group, difference 
also has to be contained, recognised, and used as a resource. In turn this activity might 
transfer to practices for managing social relations of difference on a larger scale, and 
"through that process, group participation can contribute to the social capital available 
for all of us" (McDermott, 2002 p. 14). 
Expanding discourses 
Discursive work has been discussed by critical practitioners as new namings and 
dialogue occasioning change (Freire, 1972), by feminists as the movement between 
"speaking the oppressor's language and creating your own" (Hillyer, 1993, p. 161), and 
by poststmcturalist theorists as the constmction of new subjectivities through discourse 
and resistance to discourse (Davies, 1993; Weedon, 1987). If agency is made possible at 
least partially in language, then expanding opportunities for naming experience changes 
society and is an active contribution to citizenship, though an amorphous one. Social 
constructionists make two arguments for the essential inclusion of practices that expand 
discourses in any conception of social contribution. Firstly language resources bom in 
everyday interactions can be used with recognition and credibility in more formal and 
public settings. Secondly, in speaking and listening people also create mutual 
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communicative opportunities: "people can only reahse themselves in the world as 
speakers if others are prepared to make themselves properly available to them as 
listeners", as a social constmction view holds (Shotter, 1993, p. 163). 
Community groups as a site of civic participation 
"(E)ngagement in spheres beyond the confines of a single domestic abode offers 
opportunities for learning and exercising citizen roles and responsibilities" 
(Bowden, 1997 pi 62) 
Community-based groups of many kmds, local community education courses, 
community support groups, informal and formal women's groups, and so on, exist in 
the ambiguous, fransitional space between public and private. This space (and therefore 
participation in community groups) becomes a more significant opportunity for 
participation for women or others who are not involved fully in the public sphere 
(Lister, 1997). It can be a rehearsal space for fransgressive talk that refuses to pass 
oneself off as a member of a dominant group (Hillyer, 1993). These activities outside 
the formal state and the market are usually disregarded but generate material that people 
can use to explore their ways of being and of being together. In these "more disorderly 
zones of activity" (Shotter, 1993 p,160), conversational resources are created which are 
continually drawn upon in the constmction, change and maintenance of social order. 
Such low-profile community participation is also a potential stepping-stone towards 
more formal public forms of citizenship although one that is perhaps only occasionally 
realised. Sometimes, through community groups, people become involved in the social 
institutions that have direct impact in their lives, involving themselves in: 
"an informal politics in which women are the primary actors, operating at the 
mterstices of the public and the private, motivated often initially by personal, 
domestic concems frequently, but not necessarily, affecting thefr children. These 
concems propel them to move into the public sphere to work with others, 
especially if public policies are impinging on their private space" (Lister, 1997 
p.153). 
Social citizenship has been proposed here as a framework for appreciating the civic-
minded activities of women in non-public spaces. It is a concept capable of spanning the 
breadth of activity between private conversations and social movements, and is 
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therefore appropriate to a feminist analysis that assumes 'the personal is political'. 
However, it is a developing concept that needs still to be teased out in its dimensions 
and imphcations. Caring, for example, needs to be better understood if women are to 
more fully enter the pubhc world, and change it (DeVault, 1991). Examining the 
everyday activity of women m a community-based group as a form of social citizenship 
is a means of exploring the concept's utility to feminist analyses of activities m non-
pubhc spaces. Specifically, in this mstance, it is mothers of children with a disabihty 
who are expressing their citizenship within a group, so it is to the theoretical 
foundations of mothering and disability that I will now turn. 
MOTHERING CHILDREN WITH A DISABILITY 
To study the stmggles of mothers to re-constitute themselves and then worlds, it is 
useful to understand the way mothering itself is constituted. Within a patriarchy the 
everyday activities and hved experiences of mothers are often obscured behind the 
doors of the homes where they are perceived to perform those activities. But they do not 
become 'good mothers' there so much as in the discourses that tell stories of what 
mothering is (Leonard, 1997). Opportunities for different types of conversation about 
motherhood challenge those views, although such conversations have rarely been 
studied. Feminist practitioners know the value of these conversations, however, and 
pursue them in women's groups (for example Laing, 2001; Taylor, 1990). When the 
mothering is of a child with a disability, a whole new dimension of marginalisation and 
another set of dominating discourses are added. The moral dimensions as well as the 
practical ones compound. Professional discourses intmde more, and confradictions are 
sharpened (Landsman, 1998; Read, 2000). The need for mothers to claim their own 
voice, to do justice to their own lived experiences, grows as the clamour of other 
discourses increases. Understood through a poststmctural feminist lens, the multiple 
identities, confradictions, agency, consfraint and resistance of mothering a child with a 
disability represent a quest, simultaneously and inextricably, for both personal meaning 
and social change. 
The work of mothering 
"We know very little about the actual work involved in bringing up a child. This 
is mainly because, until recently, researchers have not considered work within 
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the home worthy of study... There is also the problem of what people regard...as 
work" (Richardson, 1993 p. 13). 
Mothering has a confradictory and contested place in feminist theory, exciting some of 
the harshest criticisms and some of the highest esteem (Chase 8c Rogers, 2001; 
Everingham, 1994; Glenn, 1994). The reproduction of mothering has been targeted as 
one of the major sources of women's oppression, as mothers teach their daughters how 
to be 'good girls', but more recent analyses embrace the different contributions women 
make by virtue of their maternal sensibilities (Flax, 1990) and acknowledge the cultural 
embeddedness of much that we can say about mothering (Everingham, 1994). This 
study supports the expansion of Westem concepts of citizenship to include some of 
what women have been contributing in the private sphere, mformed by a feminist 
consciousness. The (Westem) public/private dichotomy needs to be revised so that 
concepts that belong in neither, like mothering which involves both nurturing and 
autonomy, can find their rightful place (Albury, 1999; Everingham, 1994). The 
following arguments about mothering work are addressed to the topic of mothering 
within dominant Westem cultures, and cannot encompass the experiences of mothering 
in other types of cultures or sub-cultures. 
Mothers in our societies often experience confradictions between lived experience and 
its social expression, and while these everyday events are unproblematic for many, for 
feminists they hold clues to the organisation of motherhood, how women are shaped by 
it, and how they resist it (Smith, 1987), Confradictions are often the leverage point for 
personal change: they are unresolvable at the level of understanding where they 
manifest and so challenge an individual to move into the unknown (Butler & Wintram, 
1991; Leonard, 1997; White, 1992). Mothering and mothers are constmcted in countiess 
and often confradictory ways. Mothering, it is argued, requires a complex mix of 
attentive love and intellectual work (Albury, 1999). Mothers will also at times be 
confiised and tom between their own child-rearing preferences and the moral pressures 
of others (Ribbens, 1998), for example, apparently middle-class mothers must often 
complete housework while appearing only to be providing enriching, fun experiences 
for their children (Walkerdine & Lucey, 1989). In other critiques, mothering is shown to 
be both idealised and pathologised, to be valued and yet unsupported, with children 
simultaneously represented as burdens and precious assets. It is represented as both 
oppressive and empowering, constraining and liberating, encouraging conservatism and 
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radicaUsm (Chase & Rogers, 2001), Mothers are reportedly held responsible for 
outcomes even though they often have little confrol over then cfrcumstances of 
mothering (Baber & Allen, 1992; Glenn, 1994), Westem mothers, hvmg with self-
actualisation discourses, may be tom between meeting thefr own needs and then 
children's needs, between constmctmg thefr own and the children's identities (Albury, 
1999), Because motherhood is an identity, an occupation and a relationship rolled into 
one, a mother can like one aspect of it but not others (Richardson, 1993), All these 
confradictions are potential sources of personal and social change. 
For such a ubiquitous phenomenon, mothering holds a puzzling place in social research. 
While it has been studied mtensively in its 'abnormahties' and its 'failures' (abuse, 
sickness, loss, disability and so on) its more everyday manifestations remain taken-for-
granted. There is still much about mothering that is suppressed and without a 
satisfactory discourse, including the value to society of this unpaid work, its diverse 
forms, and details of the delicate and constant task of learning how to do it. 'Mothering 
work' is an unfamiliar term even to mothers who do it, yet work is an apt description: 
work is defined as 'effort directed towards specific tasks'. The fraditional split of public 
and private spheres has rendered women's productive activity unpaid and often 
invisible, creating a dualism between labour and love and placing mothering in the latter 
(DeVault & McCoy, 2002; Glenn, 1994). Mothering suffers from a lack of vocabulary 
to describe its myriad facets: we have only two words, mothering and motherhood, to 
describe a relationship, a social role, a set of tasks, a social institution, a vocation, a set 
of standards, and so on (Baber & Allen, 1992). If mothering existed in the pubhc and 
not the private sphere, as an activity that absorbs so much time and energy, it would 
surely be understood as work. The concept of mothering as work is not intended to 
undervalue its other aspects, such as its intrinsic feelings or deeper satisfactions. It is 
based on the definition of work practices in everyday hfe adopted by institutional 
ethnographers that originates in a feminist analysis of pubhc-private split (DeVault & 
McCoy, 2002). Such a definition is needed when "even the concept of housework as 
work leaves what we do as mothers without a conceptual home" (Smith, 1987 p.68). 
There is a slowly growing body of theory recognismg that mothering work is more than 
housework (Everingham, 1994), The concept of 'matemal thinkmg' mfroduced by 
Ruddick is an example: it has been useful to describe and value the attitudes, 
judgements and learning processes of mothering, as well as the larger social 
contribution of nurturing and life-preserving thought (Baber & Allen, 1992; Chase & 
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Rogers, 2001), However, there remams a lack of research mto the everyday work of 
mothering that corresponds with the paucity of its vocabulary. 
There is also a general lack of attention to how women learn mothering in our society, 
even where the difficulty of the work itself (isolation, loss of identity, confradictory 
demands) and the inadequacy of preparation for it are acknowledged (Oakley, 1979; 
Richardson, 1993). There are differences between bemg a mother, knowmg how to 
mother, and the actual work of mothering which are paid little attention (Baber & Allen, 
1992). Occasionally there is mention of learning occurring through other mothers' 
experiences told in hterature or "various networks and activities" (Ribbens, 1998). 
More often, though, mothers' use of books is associated with expert knowledge 
(Richardson, 1993). In the past little attention has been paid to how local social support 
contributes to learning how to mother, perhaps partly because of the lack of interest in 
local or informal social support itself compared with professional and medical 
interventions. Emotional support, informational support and tangible support are all 
important to mothers, although still not enough is known about the processes connecting 
support with better outcomes for them and thefr children (Oakley, 1992), Social 
institutions that are sensitive to women's leadership, differences and hved experiences, 
such as neighbourhood cenfres, are needed to support women's bid for 'autonomy in 
mothering' (Everingham, 1994). 
Regulation and resistance 
"Contradictions are at the heart of family lives" (Ribbens & Edwards, 1998, 
p. 10) 
There are numerous professional and ideological discourses of mothering and 
motherhood, including the biological, puritanical, pragmatic, spiritual, technological, 
and developmental (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998; Glenn, 1994; Ribbens, 1998). These 
reside alongside discourses of work and the family that are supported by the idea of the 
'good mother' (Albury, 1999; Leonard, 1997), Motherhood, feminists argue, has been 
described and prescribed in ways that reflect the domination of patriarchy: for instance, 
as privatised, as a lifestyle choice, as a set of children's developmental experiences, or 
as a fulfilling identity. These discourses regulate the ways mothering experiences are 
voiced, causing them to intemalise the discourse, or to resist it, although they will 
occasionally also treat it as irrelevant (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998; Miller, 1998; Smart, 
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1992). The public-private split has meant that only open resistance has been noticed 
generally, but there is another level of resistance also. In everyday actions women may 
"critically evaluate norms pragmatically, as they are being reproduced in thefr concrete 
action context" (Everingham, 1994 p.8). This emancipatory action therefore also exists 
within women's groups even if they are not overtly political. 
Learning mothering in women's groups 
"(I)f women find that aspects of their own experiences do not fit with the public 
or even private (lay) knowledges that surround and shape perceptions of 
childbirth and motherhood, the pressure for conformity may be so great that 
they perceive disclosure as too risky" (Miller, 1998 p.66) 
If mothers are to nourish themselves as well as their children, they need spaces where it 
is safe to voice personal experiences, and where personal agency is possible. Expressing 
confradictions and forming new discourses is a difficult enterprise. Voicing experience 
using a dominant discourse is not seen as risky but using a personal discourse is: "self-
disclosure may be perceived as too risky in a society where motherhood and family life 
are all about being a moral person" (Miller, 1998 p.66). It can be difficult to discern 
even one's own muted personal voice about motherhood experience in the midst of the 
pubhc ones (Ribbens & Edwards, 1998). Speaking of one's own experience, especially 
frauma, starts inchoately. There is a risk in telling personal stories of such experiences 
even to fiiends: storytelling can diminish as well as enhance the storyteller (Grumett, 
1991). Part of the risk hes in the moral dimensions of mothering (Bamch, 1981; 
Ribbens, 1998). With professionals the risk of judgement and unwelcome advice can be 
even greater (Heritage & Sefi, 1992). 
And yet it is in these 'fault-lines' between a woman's experience and its social 
expression that possibihties for change exist. Hence the women's movements' emphasis 
on speaking about experience with each other, and the acknowledged importance of 
women's groups as generally safer places for this kmd of talk (Smith, 1987). A 
women's group hopefully attempts to help women search beyond the dominant 
discourse to find a more accurate and agential representation of thefr experience. The 
discovery of not being alone in one's experience, and frie development of a shared 
language for these experiences, can allow new interpretations. In the instance of 
childcare, for example "women first need to be able to acknowledge that far from bemg 
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an isolated, individuahsed experience, the way they feel is an understandable response 
to the way in which childcare is organised in society" (Richardson, 1993 p.5). The 
voicing of experience also constmcts identity. The process of 'becoming a mother' 
involves acquiring a social identity through caring for a child, being seen to mother, and 
seeing oneself as a mother (Oakley, 1979). In this regard the element of time may be 
important in a mother voicing personal experiences: "first-time mothers... could be 
regarded as still developing or trying out thefr versions of themselves as 'mothers'" 
(Miller, 1998 p.66). As will be discussed shortly, this may be even more so for the first-
time mother whose child has a disability. 
To value the work of mothering, mothering first needs to be seen, in part, as work. 
Much more needs to be known about the micro-processes of oppression and resistance, 
of voice and silence, in different local contexts of mothering work. These gaps in 
research are even more apparent in the world and work of mothering a child with a 
disability. 
Disability discourses 
"What we call disability has had, and continues to have, a range of 
interpretations which are directly a product of the ideas, knowledges and belief 
systems of the group and period in which the interpretation was made" 
(Chenoweth, 1996 p.43) 
Any discussion of an aspect of the lives of those touched by the social constmct of 
disability needs to consider the range of disability discourses that impact upon them. 
Able-bodiedism has been identified and rejected by feminists as a dominant discourse of 
our society that clearly works to exclude those with disabilities (Dominelli & McLeod, 
1989; Hillyer, 1993). It bolsters the familiar lay discourse of disability in which 
ignorance and fear generate horror of the 'Other'. Other discourses, such as the charity 
and medical discourses, are well-mtentioned enough in guiding the professional 
activities of fraditional disability services but also have a dimension of control 
(Chenoweth, 1996). They have inspfred the resistance and activism of people with 
disabilities, and the growth of the social discourse of disability that focuses on social 
stmctures, rights and normalisation. This discourse has been useful to leverage reforms 
in policy and services, but like all dominant discourses, marginalises some peoples' 
reality. In this case there are families whose own life is made less 'normal' by the effort 
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involved in normahsing thefr child's experiences (Chenoweth, 1996; Fawcett, 2000a; 
Johnson, 1998). In addition, the opposing nature of the medical care and normahsation 
discourses makes it difficuh to use them both, even if that is the need. The former 
attends to individual differences but ignores issues of justice, while the latter glosses 
differences m order to argue for equahty (Fawcett, 1998). Mothers who are decidmg 
how best to meet thefr child's needs, for example, may be caught between services 
offering medical expertise and those offering community integration. Unfortunately, 
"the oral discourse of disability... has gone largely unexplored" so this account mainly 
identifies professional discourses (Avery, 1999, p. 117). However, a small but 
significant body of research by mothers of a child with a disability is beginning to close 
this gap. 
Researching the mothers' voices 
"/ have attempted throughout to take parents' statements seriously. That is. not 
to discount them in order to assert the pathological nature of the effects of a 
disabled child on his (sic) family, but neither simply to present them in their own 
context which provides no orderly explanation of similarities and differences 
amongst them" (Voysey, 1975p.211) 
Although much has been written about mothers of children with a disabihty, little of it 
places the mothers' voices at the cenfre. Research in the area of mothering children with 
a disability has, up until the mid-1980's, focused on family adjustment, the child's 
needs, the medical story, and the services to deal with these. It has, with notable 
exceptions (for example Rose, 1972), largely left out the study of the mother's or 
parent's viewpoint (Avery, 1999; O'Connor, 1995; Read, 2000). However, several 
previous studies provide useful beginning points for this research, because they all 
consider the work of mothering a child with a disability to be subject to social 
constmction, and yet regard the mothers as havmg personal agency m negotiatmg thefr 
identity and tasks within those social consfraints. Emergmg from an era of pathologismg 
explanations of family 'denial', 'acceptance' and 'coping', Voysey (1975) uses 
symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology to explore how such portrayals of 
family life and disability are based not on medical fact but on social constmctions. 
Writing before poststmctural theories of discourse probed the same questions, she 
identifies ideologies that are used by parents (largely mothers in her research) to define 
their situation "in such a way that it appears congment with the normal order of child-
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rearing" (p.203). She also reflexively scmtmises her own place m mviting the 
constmctions of reality of the parents she interviewed. 
A quarter of a century later, Gail Landsman (1998) writes of her own experience as a 
mother of a child with a disabihty, and that of other mothers whose narratives of ^ving 
birth to thefr child and living with thefr child's disabihty she collected in unstmctured 
interviews. She adds data from her participant observation of a support group where 
"those who were experiencing the ffrst encounter with disability... could react to and 
comment on the stories of others" (Landsman, 1998 p.76). What distinguishes 
Landsman's view is her own reflexive position within the research and her engagement 
with the nexus between narrative and identity. Another mother. Dona Avery (1999), 
investigates "how disabihty itself is constmcted, and... the linguistic choices parents 
make as they story themselves and their disabled children, in conversations with each 
other" (p. 117). Those conversations are in cyberspace, which has the advantage of 
overcoming physical barriers to getting together with other parents, but retains the 
discursive power to constitute reality. She draws on the typology of narratives 
developed by Frank (1995), as I do also later in this thesis, which describes how people 
story their way to meaning again in the face of a life-threatening illness. Her plea is to 
hear parents' disability stories, both in order for the parent to find their own voice, and 
to re-story tragedy into something more positive: "each conversation of 'tragedy' and 
each 'victim'-isation of our children chips away at our own self-esteem" (p,120). 
Barbara Hillyer (1993) also uses her own experience as a mother along with personal 
narratives of other mothers to explore confradictions between feminist ideologies and 
the normalisation discourse, and address the gap between professional literature and 
mothering experience. Like Landsman, she brings together the social constmction of 
disability and the personal pain of having a child with a disability. A different type of 
contribution is made by Janet Read (2000), writing as a social worker intent on 
understanding what the lives of mothers of children with a disability are like, agam 
using interviews of mothers. Her analysis of the multi-layered, contradictory, and 
unceasing work of mothering a child with a disability is linked with feminist theories of 
motherhood, mothering and caring, as well as of disability. I will now summarise some 
of the findings of these various research efforts. 
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Mothering children with disabilities 
"Caring for a child with disabilities is emotionally painful, physically 
exhausting, time-consuming hard work. Each mother, if she could, would 
eliminate her child's disability in a flash. Yet few would choose to give up what 
they have learned from the experience " (Landsman. 1998 p.92). 
The social constmction of mothering work in general holds also for these mothers of 
children with a disability, as the anti-pathologising literature would argue. Yet it is just 
as tme that the difficulty, complexity and lack of recognition of mothering work are 
amplified and to some extent qualitatively changed when the child has a disability. In a 
consumer culture that values citizens for thefr capacity to eam and therefore consume, 
these mothers are further marginalised by their failure to produce such 'normal' citizens 
(Landsman, 1998). In mothering a child with a disability they also work for thefr child 
in additional ways, including on the urgent task of changing the society that 
marginalises their children (Read, 2000). As mothers themselves. Landsman and Avery 
are doing this in their writing because "with more awareness of infra-group discourse 
and of the linguistic magic of the dominant culture, the disability story might have an 
impact on social change" (Avery, 1999, p. 126). 
Disability discourses occur against a backdrop of 'mothering disability' discourses that 
assume matemal care and responsibility, promote 'adjustment' to frauma, and even 
more insidious, consider motherhood a lifestyle choice and mothering an achievement 
(Landsman, 1998), Even in the 1970's era of the Voysey study, before pre-natal 
diagnostic testing made 'perfect babies' appear to be a matter of choice and before a 
clear gender analysis would have required a distinction to be made between mothers' 
and fathers' experiences, at least six different ideologies are shown to be at work: 
'acceptance of the inevitable', 'partial loss of the taken-for-granted', 'the redefinition of 
good and evil', 'the discovery of tme values', 'the positive value of suffering' and 'the 
positive value of differentness' (1975), At various times in the past, different discourses 
have held sway, and defined what it was to be a 'good' mother of a child with a 
disability. For example, in the 1950's (and beyond) the combined dominance of the 
medical and lay discourses led parents to believe that institutionalisation of thefr child 
was the best choice. Even today, the power of the dominant medical discourse is evident 
(Avery, 1999), The more recent movement for independent livmg has sometimes been 
oppressive in its own way, blaming mothers for the limitations experienced by people 
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with a disability (Hillyer, 1993). More insidious perhaps, the current psychological 
discourse of self- actualisation can be used to judge a mother who devotes herself to the 
care of her child in the absence of a real choice to do otherwise (Hillyer, 1993). This is 
very relevant to the group that this study is based on, 'Looking after Self, Looking after 
Others', which was attemptmg to support mothers grapphng with this confradiction. 
Feminism has also advocated self-care, proclauning that self-cenfreing rather than self-
denial is the key to franscendence (Hillyer, 1993), Any of these discourses has the 
power to limit choices by defining meaning. Doing justice to the confradictions and 
depths of one's experiences and hopes as a mother of a child with a disability requfres 
manoeuvreing around and through these discourses, avoiding entrapment and creating a 
new language m spaces that are free from their dominance. 
Mothers of children with a disability are not only mothers, but usually informal carers 
as well, involved in supportive, physical, responsible, and constant work that goes 
beyond what might normally be expected even of mothers. Their role often demands 
that "exceptional physical and emotional sfrength be exercised in fraditionally feminine 
occupations that requfre subordinate behaviour" (Hillyer, 1993), While all mothers need 
to leam mothering, a mother of a child with a disability "needs to learn quickly how to 
meet her child's quite complex needs" (Read, 2000 p,54). Yet she often does so in 
isolation when normalisation has separated them from others facing similar tasks: "Most 
mothers,,, specifically report feeling alone, often claiming that they do not know 
anybody else with a child who has the same disability" (Landsman, 1998 p.89). Added 
to this is the isolation and pain caused by the public views of disability (Avery, 1999), 
the exfra financial burden and the lessening of choices, the emotional work of informing 
others about the disability and the challenge of balancing the needs of all family 
members. One of the most sfressful tasks is dealing with the many service providers 
where mothers are not valued as the experts on thefr child, and where the services are 
subject to continual policy changes. There are key fransitional times when these 
demands are most concenfrated and new problems require new solutions, such as at the 
identification of the child's disability, and at the time of entry into the education system 
(Read, 2000), The dealings with service providers mean increased scmtiny from 
professionals and negotiations with patriarchal institutions under conditions of greater 
sfress than most families (Hillyer, 1993), 
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Yet these mothers can and often do enact resistance in refusing to habitually 
characterise thefr child as a burden and in valuing the enriched experience of hfe thefr 
child gives them. Through the fransformative experience of a mutually giving 
relationship with thefr child, who becomes more valuable than the perfect child because 
of what they give the parent, mothers can reject thefr ascribed identities of 'stigmatised 
sufferer'. They can become one of a community of mothers learning from and educating 
each other and society, a 'community of the changed' (Hillyer, 1993; Landsman, 1999). 
They can find themselves with a heightened awareness of issues of discrimination, more 
accepting of difference in general, and at odds with "a world obsessed with 'normahty'" 
(Read, 2000 p.60). In response, mothers may actively constmct thefr stories of 
mothering and disability, choosing to show "triumph over adversity, the victory of the 
human spirit against all odds" (Landsman, 1988) as opposed to other possible, and tme, 
stories of victimhood and fragedy. As Landsman says, "I constmct a narrative of hope 
that gives (my daughter's) life meaning and makes sense out of her anomalous 
appearance to the outside world" (Landsman, 1998 p.71). This is in the midst of other 
powerful parenting discourses. Mothers "may accept, reject, or reconstmct cultural 
representations of reproduction.,, through their own experience of mothering a child 
with disabilities" (Landsman, 1998 p,82). Avery insists on "seeing one's child where 
society sees a patient" and challenges the dominance of medical terminology in the 
parents' elecfronic mail 'taglines' in their 'listserv/chafroom' (p. 122). Language is 
cenfral to all these acts of resistance, and is usually cenfral to 'coming out', that is, to 
refusing to 'pass' as a member of the dominant group, in this case mothers of children 
without disabilities (Hillyer, 1993), Other mothers challenge the fraditional view of 
nurturer, angrily asserting their own knowledge over dominant views of 'normal 
development' to become advocates mediating with the social forces that express an 
inferior morality (Read, 2000). The malleability of identity in a poststmctural era 
creates space for liberatory shifts like this, but re-fashioning oneself is not an easy or a 
necessarily positive experience (Fawcett, 2000b). Mothers re-make themselves and 
redefine disability despite isolation, lack of role models and inexperience. 
In unifying the two apparently conflictmg stories of triumph and fragedy with "the 
acquired knowledge that humanity is found in forms different from those that might 
once have seemed acceptable or bearable", these mothers are reconstmcting 
motherhood and disability (Landsman, 1998 p,93). Parents need to do battle with thefr 
own internalised 'perfection obsession' to claim "a more positive stance towards 
57 
disability" (Avery, 1999, p,124). They develop thefr moral convictions about, but also 
beyond, issues of disability, through "constantiy presenting an altemative image of your 
child to the outside world" from a muiority position (Read, 2000 p.l 18). Thefr stories of 
hope and triumph are not just self-healmg, they are intended to educate and change 
others, to change the dominant ideology: "If we become more aware of the language we 
use in story, we may also uncover further ways to redefine disability" (Avery, 1999). 
Because this work is m the private sphere it is all too easily underestimated: "We have 
sometimes lost sight of the many stages between speakuig the oppressor's language and 
creatmg our own" (Hillyer, 1993, p.l61). By understanding how mothers at the margms 
accept, reject or reconstmct constituting discourses, we may also leam more about 
mothering in general (Read, 2000). 
By examining the language of a group of mothers of children with a disability, seeing 
how they may re-constmct mothering when their voices are valued, this study aims to 
pick up another thread of the argument that mothering is indeed socially constmcted. 
Although I have delved into the highly specific area of lived experience of mothering a 
child with a disability, this has been in order to understand the consfraints and agency 
operating in the lives of a marginalised group. Ultimately this framework will be used to 
show how the group interactions in community-based feminist groupwork might change 
marginalised lives. 
COMMUNITY-BASED FEMINIST GROUPWORK 
This study is concemed with the activities of facilitated groups sitting within a broadly 
community development approach as part of a community education program. While 
these groups offer learning opportunities, they also provide a form of social support. In 
inviting participants from marginalised sections of the community (such as mothers of 
children with a disability) to come together around a common concern these groups 
create opportunities for new types of conversation that might be emancipatory, that is, 
might enable the participants to act with more personal agency. When working with 
women this emancipatory intention franslates the practice into feminist groupwork. 
Although this appears to be a clear descriptor of a practice domain, the literature on 
community-based feminist groupwork remains sketchy. The various theoretical and 
practice fraditions contributing to the approach need to be teased out: the theory of 
consciousness-raising; its practice correlates in community education, community 
development and feminism; its somewhat confradictory use of the psychological 
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theories of group dynamics, and the critique and opportunities provided by 
poststmcturalism. In this section I will explore each of these influences and identify 
issues about the practice of community-based feminist groupwork that they raise. Ffrst, 
though, I will provide a sketch of this type of groupwork derived from the research. 
Practice and research descriptions 
"...a recognition that what have been experienced as personal failings are 
socially produced conflicts and contradictions shared by many women in similar 
positions" (Weedon, 1987, p.33). 
Various research studies of women's groups have incrementally built up a picture of a 
typical women-only space concemed with identity, cohesion and mutual meaning-
making, and using supportive processes, reciprocity, and humour (Banks-Wallace, 
1998; Brook, 1996; Eder, 1988; Kalcik, 1975; Laing, 2001; Langelher, 1989; 
McDermott, 2002; Minister, 1991). Other studies explore participants' self-reported 
experiences of the group. One Ausfralian study, for example, found that women like 
sharing experiences with other women, having enjoyable activities outside the home, 
giving and getting help, and learning about specific issues, although they sometimes 
have difficulty dealing with the emotional sfress of other women's problems. 
Participants identified the timing of group experiences as important (for example, 
readiness after a frauma) as well as access to child-care (Taylor, 1990). However, while 
such research justifies and guides groupwork practice, it does not comprehensively 
explain how the essential characteristics of such a group come about. 
A practitioner's sketch of feminist groupwork, derived from experience and reflection 
and distilled into a guideline for practice, provides another source of understanding. 
This kind of account is given m detail by Butler and Wmfram (1991). Although it 
describes a specific form of feminist groupwork, a long-term voluntary support group in 
a social work setting, the concems and processes are recognisably typical of 
community-based feminist groups. They are derived from the consciousness-raising 
fradition in which "it is the process of collective self-reflection and analysis which leads 
to a broader understanding of the political, from which women can constmct thefr own 
personal meanings" (Butler & Winfram, 1991 p,8). The aims of thefr group were to 
break down isolation, build self-esteem and self-awareness, reduce sfress, link private 
problems to stmctural oppression, support women through fransitions, and help women 
59 
bring about change in their lives, and to do these things collectively. The methods were 
eclectic, balancing stmcture and flexibility, individual and group activities, talking and 
embodied activities, and personal and political content. The key achievement for the 
participants was one of expressing and acting on needs, but needs are not transparent: 
they were talked into being in the group through processes of reflecting, story-telling, 
listening, supporting, hearing different perspectives, creating, and practising. Butler and 
Wintram provide a substantial and recognisable description of feminist groupwork 
linked with a number of theoretical models (consciousness-raising, action learning, and 
psychological identity in particular). As practitioners-researchers they demonstrate 
ongoing and careful evaluation of their practice and go on to derive a model from it. 
However, we are still left with the mystery of exactly how members and facilitators 
manage their micro interactions to achieve these purposes, which requires a different 
research method to uncover and is the subject of this study. The question of a suitable 
research method will be addressed in the next chapter. The various theory and practice 
frameworks informing this type of groupwork will now be outlined. 
The consciousness-raising tradition in feminism 
"... the process whereby self-disclosure and the reconstitution of identity is 
undertaken within a collectivity, such as a feminist women's group... where 
there is recognition of mutual dependence as a condition for the functioning of 
the group... it is in the act of self-reflection and of speaking and listening to 
others that the subject constitutes him- or herself and recognizes the emergence 
of a new and possibly even unstable identity. " (Leonard, 1998, p.60) 
A feminist practice framework lends itself readily to groupwork, assuming as it does the 
social causation of women's personal problems, the need to change situations not adjust 
to them, the importance of the gender of both service-provider and service-user, and the 
power of collective action (Weeks, 1980 quoted by Taylor, 1990). Feminist groupwork 
is fundamentally intended to be political, seeking to externalise personal issues by 
hearing others' experiences and telling one's own, and to build altemative knowledges 
in commonly experienced but silenced areas (Butler & Winfram, 1991; Fine, 1992), 
Small groups are the first step towards mass movements such as the women's 
movement but also continue to be important in their own right as both feminist and 
social work methods (Thomson & Thorpe, 2004; Benjamin et al., 1997; Butier & 
Wintram, 1991; Cullen, 1983; Gottlieb et al., 1983), Feminist groupwork aims to be 
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developmental, not problem-focused, creating an advantage sometimes over counsellmg 
or casework. Instead of concenfrating on personal skills the group ideally uses critical 
reflection to locate the problem outside themselves (Laing, 2001). Talk about personal 
issues (or 'troubles' to use a CA term) is elicited through various reflective and 
interactive experiences and may arise as either individu£il or collective issues, but the 
group works to connect the two. Solutions to problems may indeed be found in the 
group, paralleling the problem-solving activity of individual casework or counselling, 
and the deeper explications of problems may echo group therapy. However, the 
community-based group context gives the froubles-teller a 'group member' rather than a 
'client' identity. Unlike the client identity, the group member identity does not imply 
the existence of 'problems' nor the need for expert help other than group facilitation. 
Community-based women's groups epitomise feminist practice because collective 
rather than individual effort is the group's focus, because the worker adopts an 
egalitarian approach, and because participants increase their social education about 
women's lives in general (Taylor, 1990). It is not surprising, then, that the 
consciousness-raising approach is feminist groupwork's most characteristic feature 
(Freire, 1972; Lather, 1991; Weedon, 1987). 
The theoretical model of consciousness-raising is central to community-based feminist 
groupwork, albeit with some poststmctural refinements. This is a model that derives 
from Freire's adult education approach and is documented in groupwork and other 
transformative practice literature (Benjamin et al., 1997; Butler & Wintram, 1991; Ife, 
2002; McDermott, 2002; Pease & Fook, 1999; White, 1995), as well as in social and 
critical theory (Fay, 1987; Freire, 1972; Leonard, 1997; MacKinnon, 1983; Mayo, 1999; 
Shotter, 1993). The consciousness-raising process, summarised here from these multiple 
accounts, is intended to be transformative, and to provide a supportive climate for self-
reflection, risk-taking, grappling with confradictions, and especially for speaking more 
strongly in one's own voice. By receiving responses from each other as much as or 
more than from the facilitator, issues that have been private and personal are seen in a 
new light as public and even political: they are externalised, Confradictions and silences 
can be scmtinised in a supportive and open-ended environment, opening the way to 
increasingly critical and self-conscious reflections, and to greater agency and resistance. 
New and more empowering namings of experience become possible when the members 
and/or facilitator provide different vocabulary and discourses with which to express 
events. These namings are also new positions taken in relation to the experience, and 
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can resuh in fresh and more self-defining, if unstable, identities. Although tangible 
positive life outcomes (increased action in one's own interests) are welcomed, the 
process of agency that results in an increased sense of confidence and competence is 
regarded as equally important. As the research identified, commonly interactions show a 
lack of criticism, positive expressions of support, and the widest and fullest possible 
participation. Efforts are made to equalise power within groups by shared turn-taking 
and leadership. The focus is on sfrengths and achievements and on eliciting other 
members' stories and strategies to leam from. There is an attempt to manage members' 
differences so that they can both support and challenge each other. The facilitator is also 
involved in sharing personally and this helps constmct more equal relationships, 
although Freire is clear that the facilitator's authority (though not an authoritarian 
approach) remains important, Freire is also careful to warn that the consciousness-
raising process takes time (Mayo, 1999), 
The above theoretical and practice-based descriptions constmct a convincing picture of 
a developed model of practice, although this practice approach reflects the same tension 
between agency and stmcture that other emancipatory frameworks do, and perhaps 
suggests overly optimistic political outcomes, given the lack of outcome research. 
Straddling society and self can be problematic: there would be those who argue that 
consciousness-raising groups too often fail to fransfer reflection into action, and others 
who argue that they do not bring about real cheinge in the self either. However, they are 
valued within the community education tradition, and theoretically supported by 
poststmctural ideas, and I will now outline these arguments before exploring their place 
in social work typologies of groups. 
The community education tradition 
"// is hard to characterize the type of group work which social movements like 
the Women's Movement have traditionally used, because such movements have 
used combinations of therapeutic group work and community development 
group work with a particular commitment to learning processes " (Benjamin et 
al, 1997 p.94) 
Community education has a major influence in community-based feminist groupwork. 
Learning through dialogue and action in transformative adult education counters the 
dominant modes of learning from authority that have often scarred those in marginalised 
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groups (Butler & Winfram, 1991; Mayo, 1999). Community education is one of the 
contributing traditions to liberatory groupwork practice, origuiating with the 
consciousness-raising work of Freire and pursuing the aim of "helping people to 
understand the society and the stmctures of oppression, giving people the vocabulary 
and the skills to work towards effective change" (Ife, 2002 p,60). Through dialogue 
adult learners from oppressed groups hopefully come to see thefr reality from a new 
standpoint without the blinkers of the dominating discourse (Mayo, 1999), Critical 
education in community and more traditional settings continues to use stories in 
adaptations of Freire's practice (Cooper, 1994; Freire, 1972; Reason & Hawkins, 1988; 
Treleaven, 1994), In community development new skills and frameworks for 
understanding the world are essential aspects of empowerment and involve the 
practitioner in educational roles (Ife, 1995). In Freire's approach this is done within the 
additional assumption that we are all learners together. There may be a curriculum but 
in dialogic education it does not dominate the participants' agendas. The program must 
be "grounded in the real-life experiences, sufferings and aspirations of the people as 
articulated by the people themselves" (Ife, 2002 p.88). Furthermore, through critical 
questioning and a 'language of possibility' the facilitator encourages participants to 
distance themselves from their reality, or rather the codified versions of it that have 
dominated the discourse (Mayo, 1999). 
Although there is only a small body of literature in Australia describing community 
education as a separate practice domain, it has been a clearly demarcated area in 
practice, and continues to be recognisably distinct to practitioners, as evidenced in the 
development of peak bodies and journals . Many short-term women's groups are 
offered as part of a program at a local community cenfre, community house, or 
community health centre. That they use an educational, rather than a therapeutic, 
framework is evidenced by open recmitment methods, short time spans and use of a 
sole facilitator. The sole facilitation has the obvious disadvantage of reduced 
professional support and diversity but the hidden advantage of a less intense 
professional gaze (Leonard, 1997). These groups and courses have the added goal of 
community development: they foster locality development and therefore aim to be 
accessible socially, physically and educationally, and to build local networks by 
bringing together local people with common concems or interests (Ife, 2002). In the 
^ For example, Australian Association of Adult and Community Education, Queensland Organization for 
Adult Education. 
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feminist versions of social citizenship discussed earher ui this chapter they can also be 
viewed as offering spaces for civic contributions. 
One of the principles of community development is that every activity has multiple 
goals: community education participants may come for individual learning or support 
but are imphcitly invited to be involved in something larger (Ife, 1995), A corollary of 
this is that participants are given more space to move between personal concems and 
general issues in these groups, simply because there are multiple goals. Another 
dimension of choice is created by the community development principle of bringing 
people together around common issues but not individual problems: any therapeutic 
agenda arises as secondary to the overt one and therefore does not create 'clients' out of 
participants. This has long been recognised by participants as a benefit of activity-based 
groups (Shuhnan, 1971), The self-help movement has also influenced community 
education groups as it often aims to build support networks that can continue without 
professional intervention (Benjamin et al., 1997). Finally, community education has 
proved an accessible, flexible and appropriate setting for creating the women-only 
spaces essential to feminist groupwork practice. However, these claims for community 
education groups can also be criticised for lacking a solid research base, and in this 
somewhat marginalised area of social work practice research is needed to show how 
these features of community education impact on feminist purposes, and where they fall 
short. Such research also needs to take into account the questions poststmctural theory 
poses to critical practice, 
Poststructural contributions 
"From a postmodern perspective, social workers do not have a monopoly on the 
truth " (Pease & Fook, 1999) 
'A site for meaning constmction' (McDermott, 2002 p.49) is probably the best available 
description of community-based groupwork because it encompasses poststmctural 
insights without abandoning social work's purposes. It values groupwork's language-
based intervention, its narratives and discourses. It encourages examination of the 
processes of that meaning making and its collaborative and contested nature. An 
important contribution of poststmctural social work has been resolvmg tensions 
between advocating emancipatory change and imposing one's own assumptions on 
those with whom we work, Poststmctural insights critique how social workers risk 
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constituting as marginalised those whom they help and suggest that social workers 
should give up some of their power to negotiate theirs and clients' stories together, 
using poststmctural theory and practice to avoid creating 'client' identities (Fook, 1996; 
Rossiter, 2000), 
In the absence of specific accounts of poststmctural contributions to community-based 
feminist groupwork, the community development response to poststmcturalism offers 
practice guidelines, A flexible, process-oriented, bottom-up form of community 
development, seeing community as predominantly constmcted by language in new 
namings of experience and shared stories, is consistent with poststmcturalism 
(Ingamells, 1996; Lane, 1999), Poststmcturalism offers to community development 
practice "space and legitimacy for altemative voices to be heard and validated" (Ife, 
2002, p,52) and the strategies to change discourses and subjectivities. There is 
acknowledgement, though, that it is very difficult for the facilitator of such 
consciousness-raising to always achieve genuine dialogue rather than merely 'teaching' 
(Ife, 1995), and encouragement to practitioners and theorists to develop more 
understanding of how this can happen. This applies to group facilitation no less than to 
other forms of practice. However, by their very nature groups can partially redress the 
power imbalances. When self-disclosure and the reconstitution of identity are 
undertaken within a feminist women's group, the replacement of the expert gaze that 
Foucault identifies by the 'gazes' of peers can change the experience from one of 
oppression to one of emancipation (Leonard, 1997). Liberatory social workers are on a 
quest to divest themselves of 'expert' identities whilst still aiding peoples' stmggles for 
emancipation (Leonard, 1998). A poststmctural framework also draws attention to the 
power and resistance exercised by group members. In appreciating the participants as 
social actors rather than as victims, their group participation is linked with constituting 
broader social arrangements, and the micro-macro split of critical theory is bridged 
(Fook, 1996). The groupwork setting and the facilitation style impose their own 
discourses but the poststmctural view allows social workers to see their talking 
interventions as either socially constmcting alternatives or reinforcing dominance. For 
example, by using Freire's approach to community education in a self-consciously 
poststmctural way social workers can constitute group members as leamer/teachers 
rather than clients (Jessup & Rogerson, 1999). How both members and facilitator 
support such shifts becomes an important question for study and is a theme of this 
thesis. 
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Perhaps mevitably the desfre to encapsulate practice theory can lead to simphstic 
versions of groupwork processes, but a poststmctural perspective warns against an 
overly tidy narrative, whether of life, practice, or research (Shotter, 1993), The 
challenge is to describe feminist groupwork m ways that give leverage to practice and 
msight to theory, and yet are not 'overly tidy', as this final section on groupwork will 
demonsfrate, 
Groupwork in social work 
"the 'familiar chaos' of groups is where we humans most find ourselves " 
(Cullen, 1983, p 30) 
Feminism, community education and poststmcturalism are the most immediate 
influences on community-based groupwork but it also reflects standard social work 
practice, which has a number of groupwork typologies. Social work with groups 
originated in the settlement movement, an early community development project, and 
has been significant although under-documented in social work ever since (Andrews, 
2001; Benjamin et al,, 1997; Brandler 8c Roman, 1999; Corey & Corey, 2002; Cullen, 
1983; Laing, 2001; McDermott, 2002; Schwartz, 1971), It developed separately withm 
the two broad social work schools of counselling (influenced by psychotherapy and 
psychology) and community development. Some support groups augment and parallel 
casework with processes of assessment, referral, 'interventions', case recording, follow-
up, and other such indicators of 'clienthood' (see for example Corey & Corey, 2002; 
Heap, 1985), On the other hand stmctural social groupwork supports social action or 
other 'macro' goals in which groups are expected to lead to social or local activism 
rather than to be merely discursive. In Rothman's well-known community development 
typology for example, 'locality development' and 'social action' both use a groupwork 
approach as a means to a social end (Rothman, 1968), Groupwork has often attempted 
to bring the micro and macro social work sfreams closer and although it still tends to be 
regarded as a handmaiden to both, some social workers explicitly acknowledge that 
"personal change, through becoming aware and taking control, is often an important 
precursor to effective social action" (Petmchenia & Thorpe, 1990, p,13). 'Social goals 
groupwork' for example, is identified as a public-focused but nonetheless 
consciousness-raising approach, albeit with an admission by the writer of the confusion 
of this mix (Benjamin et al., 1997). Other groupwork frameworks that bridge the 
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mdividual and community domains are self-dfrected groupwork (Mullender, 1985; 
Mullender, 1999), reciprocal groups (Benjamin et al., 1997) and of course feminist 
practice. Reviews of women's services make it clear that groupwork is a major activity 
in feminist social work practice, helping women to counteract secrecy, link private and 
pubhc worlds, and avoid the 'professional spotlight' of chent status (Dominelh & 
McLeod, 1989; Hill, 2001; Lamg, 2001; Land, 1989; Taylor, 1990). The development 
of feminist groupwork has been a major evolution for social work practice with groups 
(Benjamin et al,, 1997; Brandler 8c Roman, 1999; Garvin & Reed, 1995), but its 
variations are still to be comprehensively described beyond the simple addition of a 
gender analysis to other group types. Community-based feminist groupwork has only 
rarely appeared as a distinctive type of groupwork in social work (Butler & Winfram, 
1991). 
A commonly quoted typology of groupwork in social work outlines psychosocial 
(therapeutic), remedial, reciprocal, and social goals groupwork, albeit with caveats 
about their hybrid nature in practice (Benjamin et al., 1997), Another typology identifies 
groups according to their content: support and rehabilitation, growth and education, task 
and action, and recapitulation and restitution groups (Shuhnan, 1971), This lengthening 
list of types of groups forms a rough guide rather than a compelling framework, and 
while it may reflect social work's eclecticism and focus on practice, more incisive 
conceptualisations of social work practice with groups would be welcome, perhaps 
using theoretical foundations as the defining characteristic (see for example McDermott, 
2002), In a postmodem world such universalising instincts may be suspect, but the need 
continues for practice guidelines with maximum leverage. 
Another comphcation to comprehensively describing groupwork in social work is the 
influence of quite different fraditions, Groupwork is a common method in psychology, 
in organisational development, and in adult fraining and education, and it has also been 
the foundation of the self-help movement (see for example Wilson, 1995), Borrowing 
from these various fraditions, social work has adopted diverse group techniques such as 
teamwork, therapy, teaching, story-telling, and creative activities (Cullen, 1983), This 
open attitude to appropriating tools and methods from other paradigms has resulted in 
an eclectic and dynamic range of approaches, but borrowing from diverse theoretical 
frameworks and historical moments has also created confradictions and imported some 
problematic assumptions. Most obviously, social work has often depended on group 
67 
dynamics to guide facihtation, yet group dynamics theory comes from an individuahstic 
fradition (psychology) and while it may adapt well to therapeutic and remedial groups 
or organisational teamwork settings, it is likely to be less well suited to groupwork witii 
social goals. Concepts of ego sfrength, problem-solving, cohesion, stages, and so on 
(see for example Heap, 1985) describe group processes in a way that assumes modem, 
rational and ahistorical subjects. Ideas about power and ideology have informed 
groupwork in the social action fradition of community development, but have sat side-
by-side with psychological concepts such as 'tmst' and 'group norms' without much 
critical reflection on the confradictions. Nor have poststmctural approaches to 
difference, discourse, resistance and multiple subjectivities penefrated far into 
groupwork practice in social work. There is still a need to develop self-conscious 
groupwork practice consistent with feminist poststmctural understandings (my own 
practice included), as is happening gradually in other parts of social work practice (for 
example Jessup & Rogerson, 1999). This section has outlined the challenges of 
accommodating community-based feminist groupwork within existing descriptions of 
social work with groups. Perhaps these also reflect on social work's level of practice-
based scholarship. With the survey of its fraditions complete, I will now conclude this 
section on community-based feminist groupwork with a summary of the issues that have 
been raised, but not resolved, by this exploration. 
Issues 
"A process of reflection on (social work) practice might thus involve the 
potential for theory development, research inquiry and practice improvement" 
(Fook, 1996, p.(xiii)) 
When studied with a critical and poststmctural eye, the accounts of community-based 
feminist groupwork in the literature raise many questions. The practice falls between 
psychological and activist models of social work, its relationship with the unportant 
fraditions of community education and consciousness-raising is not thoroughly 
described, and its articulation with the challenging discipline of poststmcturalism is 
incomplete. These and other issues are summarised below. 
Consciousness-raising and poststructuralism 
The consciousness-raising model has proved robust, but its social work applications 
suffer from some neglect. It is unclear how it has fared practically in the face of current 
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trends towards psychologically and bureaucratically driven individualised practice, or 
theoretically under the scmtiny of poststmcturalism. For example, the fraditional 
feminist questioning of "why?" that is part of a consciousness-raising approach, and 
encourages women to critically understand the origins of their own oppression, assumes 
a 'modem' singular subject with a cognitive, reasoning response (Featherstone, 2000). 
Other conversational directions, such as eliciting stories, which allow contradictions and 
multiple identities, need to be identified in a contemporary study of consciousness-
raising (Butler & Wintram, 1991). 
Social identities, facilitation and agency 
Identity, operating through the subject positions made available in discourses, is of 
cmcial importance to personal agency and constraint. A poststmctural view tells us that 
even with emancipatory intentions, professional discourses inevitably create subject 
positions and control with their 'gaze'. The ascription of a fraditional 'client' identity 
within a social work discourse, for example, can imply a set of behaviours that are 
dependent on 'expert' knowledge and inconsistent with empowerment and personal 
agency. Group facilitation discourse can also disempower, but perhaps the 'learner' 
identity invoked in community education settings can be more open and the scmtiny 
less intense, allowing more diverse and multiple identities. This liberatory potential, 
along with the tensions created when the facilitator is a social worker and when the 
common purpose of the group implicitly evokes client-like problems, needs exploration. 
Feminist groupwork needs to be based in women's own experience yet the women also 
come to leam, and the facilitator wants to encourage change (Butler & Winfram, 1991), 
Group members' personal agency is paramount, but there remain difficult questions of 
how this is achieved in relation to the facilitator's intentions. It would be disingenuous 
of the facilitator to claim no agenda of her own and perhaps she needs to encourage 
some identities over others, albeit without undermining members' agency, but there is 
also the vexing question of how and when she relinquishes the confrol that members 
actually expect her to keep (Le Riche & Rowlings, 1990), Understanding and holding 
these contradictions rather than denying them is the poststmctural way, but how that is 
achieved in practice is harder to articulate. Further, there has been a modernist 
assumption of 'transcendence' in this accoimt so far, that group members' achieving 
greater personal agency is always necessarily positive, but this does not allow that one 
member's agency may undermine another member's. The facilitator's responsibilities in 
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to be explored, incorporatmg the poststmctural conception of power as contested in 
local sites. 
A social construction view of group processes 
Interactions in groups have been described in detail from a psychological viewppmt m 
group dynamics, but much less from a sociological (specifically ethnomethodological) 
viewpomt as a reality-constmcting series of interactions. For example the group 
dynamics 'stages' model is used and adapted extensively m groupwork (see for example 
Glassman & Kates, 1990), and yet "the move from identification of shared pam to 
shared sfrength is not linear - there are pitfalls and diversions along the way" as some 
practitioners note (Butier & Winfram, 1991 p. 15). Although feminist versions of the 
stages model have been developed from practice with women's groups (Benjamin et al., 
1997; Garvin & Reed, 1995; McDermott, 2002; Yassen 8c Glass, 1984), more 
momentary and fluid shifts over time, equally significant to the participants, may 
emerge from a social construction approach. 
Managing differences 
Several authors discuss the balance of similarity and difference needed for a group to 
function well, and for the productive management of differences within the group 
(Butler & Wmfram, 1991; Le Riche & Rowlings, 1990; Yassen & Glass, 1984). As we 
have seen, questions about difference also dominate poststmctural social work theory. 
In groups, as elsewhere in social life, difference is a resource: "far from being 
fragmentary, the diversity between women is a positive asset, enriching and challenging 
to such an extent that horizons are widened and women's relations with each other 
become a force for change" (Butler & Winfram, 1991 p.l5). Yet there is also a need for 
solidarity across differences (Fawcett, 1998; Fawcett, 2000b; Rossiter, 2000), and the 
practice question of how to manage this tension deserves further investigation. If 
everyday taken-for-granted conversational features such as speaking tums, intermptions 
and silences can be identified with fine-grained research, they may show how 
commonality and difference are actually managed. 
The limitations and advantages of consciousness-raising 
In community development the traditional measure of success in a consciousness-
raising process is translating private needs into public issues, via social action. Yet a 
poststmctural analysis recognises that discursive change is a significzmt form of 
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stiiictural change, and that for some people the public sphere of social action is barely 
available. Despite the difficulty of documentmg discursive as opposed to material 
changes in participants' lives, an adequate description of effective 'consciousness-
raising' processes needs to accommodate discursive action in its dimensions of success. 
At the same time it needs to be acknowledged that much emancipation caimot be 
achieved through consciousness-raising, discursive practice alone. The poststmctural 
concern with language neglects (although does not preclude) the importance of 
embodiment and other material aspects of subjectivity in constituting agency (Gibney, 
1992; Leonard, 1997). This study's focus is on the reahn of interaction: the contribution 
of the body to the constmction of subject positions and the possibihties of agency is left 
aside. It could be argued that this perpetuates one of the dualisms of modem times, the 
split between mind and body in which the mind is dominant. It is beyond this research 
to do more than acknowledge the value of investigating such connections. Similarly, a 
focus on the power of talk is not intended to deny the influence of the material world on 
the subject positions and agency available to people. 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter has placed the current study within a poststmctural feminist framework 
with a social constmction epistemology. As a very localised study that also addresses 
larger questions of agency, consfraint, self, and citizenship, this theoretical framework 
weaves together diverse concepts and uses literatures that are uncommon companions. 
The outcome is an argument for research that can take a neglected women's activity 
(talk in a community-based mothers' group) and examine it using innovative 
methodology so that our knowledge in a range of areas is increased. The main domains 
that the study addresses are summarised below. 
Women's talk in the private sphere 
The political dominance of the pubhc sphere means that activities in private and 
fransitional spaces (including women's talk in community-based feminist groups) are 
largely ignored, even though they arguably play a significant part m the constitution of 
both self and citizenship. For feminists, any study of the ways that women constitute 
and are constituted by social relations must extend into non-public reahns. With the 
additional concems of difference and historical situatedness that are highlighted in a 
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poststmctural analysis, and can be identified more readily in local studies, it becomes 
even more tme that "the so-called private sphere remains an important site of 
investigation" (Smart, 1992 p.2). 
Mothering children with a disability in a prejudiced world 
The marginahsed experiences of mothers are magnified when they are the mothers of 
children with a disability. This marginalisation by society has been compounded by the 
paucity of research: more studies of mothers as subjects in thefr own right, that 
appreciate their agency as well as thefr consfraints, and hold these confradictory reahties 
for other mothers and practitioners to contemplate, are sorely needed. The ways in 
which mothers reconstitute themselves, leam the work of mothering, induct others into 
the community of mothers of children with disabilities, and show resistance and agency 
in the face of society's devaluing ideas, deserve further research. So also do the ways 
they may reproduce fraditional, dominant discourses and subject positions. 
How difference is negotiated 
The ways in which difference is managed in women's group talk may point towards 
how larger differences in social relations can be used positively. It is clear that the 
question of difference has become cenfral to poststmctural feminist theorists writing 
from various points of view, and this examination of micro-interactions across 
difference might usefully serve to ground proposals about a politics of difference, 
although it will inevitably be only one perspective on this large question. 
Talk-in-interaction in social work practice research 
While discourse analysis and narrative analysis are increasingly used to examine social 
work practice, there is also a need to shidy the mteractive processes within which these 
discourses and stories occur, and to extend the body of knowledge available from 
language-based practice research. Stories make important contiibutions to 
understanding and changing women's lives, and have been a major focus of feminist 
research, but there are other types of talk that may be equally significant and have been 
much less studied. Conversations include reciprocal exchanges, advice-giving episodes, 
and humorous repartee, for example, any of which could be sites of acceptance of or 
resistance to dominant discourses. This makes the sttidy of moment-to-moment shifts in 
talk one way that liberatory processes might be better understood. In women's groups it 
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is particularly relevant to find out how women can be supported to have greater 
discursive agency. It can be difficuh to identify outcomes in feminist groupwork and 
community education practice, and so the methods available to explore agency within 
language processes provide valuable and somewhat neglected opportunities. 
Poststructural framework describing community-based feminist groupwork 
The women's groups discussed in this study, existing between therapy and social action 
groups, are clearly identifiable in practice but only hazily sketched in theory. There is a 
need for further research to estabhsh thefr common elements more precisely, and to 
grapple with the poststmctural challenges they face. Groupwork typologies have not 
fully accommodated either the distinctive characteristics of the community-based 
groupwork setting or the modified form of 'consciousness-raising' that has endured into 
the poststmctural world. The significance of identifying and holding confradictions is 
understood in both consciousness-raising and poststmctural views of self-reconstitution, 
but other elements of the process may be better described with poststmcturalism: 
gaining a new vocabulary may correspond to coming to understand discourses and 
subject positions, and self-reflection may translate readily into placing oneself within 
those discourses. It seems likely that the poststmctural shifts that have occurred in 
feminist understandings are reflected in feminist groupwork practice and need to be 
investigated. The intersections of gender with other subject positions to form multiple 
subjectivities, the local and myriad expressions of power which defy simplistic 
descriptions of domination and oppression, and the analysis of the feminist practice 
context itself as one such expression of power are instances of poststmctural 
developments which may have impacted on feminist groupwork practice. One of the 
questions that arises is whether the approach of describing separate types of group 
generates ever-increasing and unmanageable typologies without shedding more light on 
the underlying pattems of social work practice with groups. In other words, whether 
universahsing constmcts are a useful response to the diversity of practice, or whether 
there are other tools, such as metaphors, or stories of practice, to guide the practitioner. 
Other questions arise for feminist social work practitioners, only partly answered by the 
existing descriptions. How is consfraint operating, and how resisted? How is reciprocity 
achieved? What sort of language, used m what ways, is needed to allow women in these 
community-based groups to articulate their needs? How do the mtemal confradictions 
between individual and social theories in social work with groups, impact on its 
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effectiveness? To answer these questions there is a need for research that acknowledges 
the facilitator's agenda, without either assuming or testing it, and allows space for the 
members' agendas to become apparent alongside the facilitator's. This study addresses 
itself to these ambitious questions, while acknowledgmg that any conclusive answers 
must wait for a far broader, sustamed research program m social work practice. 
Data-based research can provide some answers that go beyond generahsing theoretical 
models, intriguing lists of characteristics, and rich but pragmatic practitioners' 
reflections. Buildmg up a body of local studies that specify the context, document the 
participants' accomplishments, and look for connections with social theory will help 
identify the practice in the theory and vice versa. A larger body of language-based 
research of social work practice may encourage forms of practice in which "people can 
reconstitute themselves through a self-conscious and reflective practice. Individuals can 
reject the way in which they are positioned in discourse and can work towards the 
creation of new, more emancipatory, discourses which have both intemalised and 
extemalised expressions" (Pease & Fook, 1999 p. 16). 
This research project takes one tiny aspect of the wide field of emancipatory practice, 
and examines it closely using the data-based research methodology of conversation 
analysis. Applied CA may allow us to listen to women in new ways and use this 
knowledge to advance our practice. Its articulation with the feminist purposes and social 
constmction assumptions of this study will be outlined in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
INTRODUCTION 
"The best we can do is to trace and document our data analysis processes, and 
the choices and decisions we make, so that other researchers and interested 
parties can see for themselves some of what has been lost and some of what has 
been gained." (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998. p. 138) 
In this account I will frace the 'natural history' of my research (Silverman, 2000). What 
has evolved is a practitioner researcher's study predominantly utilising an applied 
conversation analysis method. This chapter describes the research approach and shows 
why it took this form in response to the question and context. I will approach this first 
by summarising the research design before outlining the evolution of the methodology, 
and then returning to details of the research context. Because my methodological 
choices are unusual for social work, detailing their epistemological and theoretical basis 
is particularly worthwhile. 
Chapters 1 and 2 present the case for language-based studies of emancipatory practice, 
and in particular of community-based feminist groupwork. This case is based on 
identification of this as a small but significant domain of social work practice which has 
received relatively little attention, and which may prove a useful site for exploring the 
social constmction of agency and of consfraint. The other main justification of the study 
is to investigate some of the benefits and disadvantages of using a CA methodology in 
social work research, given that social work is very often a 'talking mtervention'. To 
summarize the research questions then, they ask what the group members achieve for 
themselves and for each other, how the facilitation both supports and limits those 
achievements, and what place the methodology of applied CA might have m social 
work practice research. As Chapter 2 explains, the overall framework for the research is 
feminist, aimmg to illuminate women's activities, but its postshiictural flavour adds an 
appreciation of some of the confradictions and Ihnitations of this goal. This parallels the 
groupwork practice itself, which is feminist but not 'mainsfream feminist' (if indeed 
such a phenomenon exists), being patchily developed in local sites and informed by 
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multiple influences. The social constmction framework accommodates this by 
investigating how meanings are both constmcted by participants and constmct them, 
avoiding universalising assumptions about what happens within groups. 
This is a study of group processes that takes the 'naturally occurring talk' of a 
community-based women's group as the data set. The group used m this study was a 
workshop of six 2-hour sessions for mothers of children with a disabihty, entitied 
'Looking After Ourselves, Looking After Others', dehvered through a local community 
cenfre within a community education program, and by a sole facihtator (myself). A pilot 
group first established the workability of the research design and refined the method of 
analysis. The data-gathering group was not designed specifically as a research group but 
was created and facilitated as it would have been had research not been one of its goals: 
if the research purpose had been discarded it would have continued in substantially the 
same way except for the audio-taping. Using this data set answers the challenge of 
feminist social work research to attempt to explain both agency and constraint, to give 
something rather than take away from the participants, to respect and work to unite 
marginalised groups, and to affirm participants' experiences and knowledge (Massat & 
Lundy, 1997). The ways in which it addresses these requfrements will unfold 
throughout this chapter. 
The research design is unusual in that I am both the group facilitator and the researcher, 
without the input of other group practitioners or other data. A poststmctural feminist 
approach to practitioner research explains this choice. Studying my own practice rather 
than that of others includes myself in the picture and avoids setting myself up as an 
'expert' capable of illuminating others' practice for them. Since it is necessary to 
acknowledge my presence in the research regardless of the methodology, the task in this 
case is simply to spell out my choices as clearly as possible. The other explanation of 
this design lies in the demands of the CA method of analysis. The pilot group revealed 
that it was highly desirable for the franscriber (who in CA should be the researcher) to 
be present in the group, in order for the difficult sections of overlapping or quieter talk 
to be transcribed more accurately. The close listening requfred as a competent facilitator 
must be of assistance in later franscription. The pilot group also made it clear that the 
amount of data generated from just one group was more than enough to manage using a 
CA method. Furthermore, unlike some other CA studies of talk in related areas, these 
groups are quite loosely stmctured and 'disorderly' for 'institutional talk' and this meant 
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that sampling data was not as useful as considering the whole of a group's talk as the 
data set. Finally the CA method, by uisistmg on fransparent presentation of the 
franscripts themselves m the text, balances the bias of bemg both researcher and 
practitioner. The steps in the research design are represented in the diagram below. 
FIGURE 2: THE RESEARCH DESIGN 
Pilot group conducted: 
'Womanly Virtues and Old Wives' 
Tales' 
I 
Sections transcribed ^ Preliminary analysis ^ Methodology refined 
Data-gathering group conducted: 
'Looking After Ourselves, Looking 
After Others' 
Data Analysis 
Transcribe, 
Read/listen ^ 
t 
Identify context-fi"ee features 
t 
Identify deviant cases 
t 
Identify context-dependent features 
Refme transcription 
t 
Check literature 
Post-group interviews 
Interviews transcribed 
(non CA) 
Summaries fed back to 
participants 
Content analysis of transcripts 
Writing 
Select themes & segments, refine transcriptions, write data chapters 
Make broader interpretations, link literature, link participants' perceptions, write 
interpretation chapters. Draw conclusions. 
77 
The purpose of community-based women's groups is to bring together women with 
common experiences so they can share stories and information, thus helping to 
overcome isolation and counter dominant marginahsing and individuahsing 
interpretations of thefr experience (see Chapter 2). The research questions are about how 
this might be achieved rather than about a particular type of service-user, and altiiough 
the issues of mothering a child with a disability are very important to the study, this is 
primarily because many produce instances of marginalisation and resistance. This is a 
study of interactions rather than content of talk, or rather of how the interactions impact 
on content, as they cannot be separated. It is also a study of the 'taken-for-granted' 
aspects of practice, a search for the exfraordinary in the ordinary, which is the particular 
contribution of CA, Both the facilitator's and participants' agency, and how they work 
together or in tension, need to be examined, and CA has the benefit of freating all 
contributions with equal interest. 
The CA appraoch is to "begin with observations, then find the problem for which these 
observations could serve as a solution" (Silverman, 1993, p. 142), The only way to 
detect such observations and problems is in repeated listening and scmtiny of the data. 
There is no coding, but instead a search for pattems and characterisations, repetitions 
and jarring interactions. The basic assumptions of CA are that all talk is sequentially 
stmctured, that it is created in reference to its context (both constituting it and 
constituted by it), and that it is orderly. It is these things that make talk interactive and 
able to be studied as social action. CA is built on the essential use of audiotapes, 
franscripts and franscript protocols (Perakyla, 1997; Silverman, 1997a). The peculiar 
usefuhiess of taped interactions is that the events remain available in this (almost) 
primary form both to the researcher and to others reading conclusions drawn fix)m it. 
There is an imderlying assumption of participants' agency in the CA approach that has 
benefits for an mquiry into emancipatory action but leaves out the question of how to 
identify consfraint. This is corrected to a degree in CA sttidies of 'institutional talk', that 
is, talk within a formal setting bounded by defined purposes and ways of reasoning, 
such as medical, legal, welfare, or other settings, including this one. Studying 
institutional talk involves searching for the 'context-dependent' features of the talk that 
are discemible against a backdrop of the relevant 'context-free' features that have 
afready been documented in CA literature. The search in this case is for the types of 
talk-in-interaction that are allowed, encouraged or discouraged in the community-based 
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women's group setting, and how the power to set this agenda is shared between 
facilitator and participants. It means discerning this particular setting's interaction 
pattems and language resources, particularly those that might link with macro social 
(policy, organisational, or political) questions: knowing 'how' meanings are constmcted 
is the foundation for considering the bigger questions of 'why'. 
Although the perceptions of the participants are not relevant to analysis of the group's 
talk-in-interaction within this method, they are important in feminist research. In this 
study, post-group interviews were used to check my perceptions, as facilitator, of 
members' group participation and individual outcomes. These interviews and thefr 
findings did not impact on the maui data analysis but provided a set of 'expert' opinions 
used in later drawing out the implications of those findmgs, 
Sound research requires not only a cohesive design, but legitimate connections between 
the chosen methods, methodology, theoretical perspective and epistemology (Crotty, 
1998), Each connection in the 'conceptual string' thus created has to be justified as a 
fitting match, although not on the basis of frzidition so much as on the basis of 
conceptual consistency. In this case (Figure 3) some non-fraditional connections are 
made that are further reason for detailing the decision-making process. 
FIGURE 3: THE CONCEPTUAL 'STRING' OF THE METHODOLOGY 
Epistemology 
Constmction-
ist with 
Subjectivist 
influences 
Theoretical perspective 
Poststructural 
Feminist 
Methodology 
Practitioner 
Research 
Method 
Applied 
Conversation 
Analysis 
The logic that underpins the matching of epistemology, theoretical framework, 
methodology and method will be displayed by looking at each of these in turn and 
explaming why it was preferred for this study. The argument seeks to establish 
sufficient congmence between these elements to justify some unconventional choices. I 
include in this outline a consideration of altemative methods and explam why these 
were not chosen. I include these deliberations because one of my research questions is 
about the relative usefiilness of the conversation analysis method for social work 
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research. Furthermore, from a feminist point of view it is especially important to 
interrogate methods that explore the non-pubhc sphere. As poststmctural feminist 
researchers argue, "Researchers exploring aspects of domestic and intimate hves, and 
perhaps especially childrearing, will thus need to consider carefully whether or not the 
tools provided by the method fit with thefr own epistemological £^proach to the 
topic,,," (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998, p,16). 
Importantly for feminist research, this explanation of the study's methodological 
choices also includes moments in which personal biography and values impacted on the 
research decisions made. Both feminist and poststmctural theories remind us that 
decisions cannot be purely objective and therefore that they should be as transparent as 
possible. My purpose in this approach is to do justice to the poststmctinal feminist 
sensibility that acknowledges that all knowledge is constmcted and therefore that the 
researcher's position within the research process is more that of an author than of a 
witness. The research analysis can then be read in the context of those many decisions: 
fransparency of processes is a hedge against imacceptable appropriation of the research 
participants' material, and a means of establishing validity. Of course the inevitable 
subjectivity of research decisions does not preclude the necessity of them being sound, 
and found to be logical and expeditious on the evidence of research and theory that has 
gone before. 
There is another important and sometimes neglected dimension to the methodological 
journey. In a reflexive process the choices made about method actually change the 
research question. The conventional view of the research process is linear, that the 
research question creates the conditions for the choice of a methodology. While this is 
in part tme, it is also tme that methodologies bring their own logics into the situation, 
and the method in part creates the conditions for the research question. The question and 
the methodology inform each other continuously in a spiraling process that brings them 
ever closer together. The conventional tendency to tidy a research story leaves out not 
only the personal contingencies but also this non-linear process. If knowledge is 
dependent on the circumstances in which it was produced, it is vital to give a description 
of its production that uicludes that context. I will now spell out the plot of this 
'conceptual story': the connection between its epistemology, theoretical perspective, 
methodology and method. 
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A CONSTRUCTIONIST, SUBJECTIVIST EPISTEMOLOGY 
The choice of epistemology profoundly reflects the assumptions the researcher brings to 
the research. I wanted to know more about the power of group interactions to change 
and consfrain women's lives. The methodological question was how best to study this 
feminist practice site where changes in participant well-being are the goal but are not 
readily measm-able. A constmctionist view of the world sees meaning-making as an 
mteractive accomphshment that constmcts reality (Guba & Lincohi, 1994). This reflects 
my view of feminist groupwork practice as a place where talking and listening could 
change women's perceptions of themselves and their situations, thefr meanings, and this 
in tum could change their actions in the world. It also echoes social work 
understandings that people, whether chents or practitioners, constmct their reality 
within historical, cultiual and linguistic contexts (Goldstein, 1990). This is not to deny 
the existence of material realities that have a profound influence on women's lives. 
However, this particular feminist practice cenfres on knowledge and change that can be 
produced within a group, and very often groups do not get beyond the talking stage even 
if the facilitator's desire is that they become forces for collective social action. 
The constmctionist search for locally situated realities is also suited to my concem as a 
practitioner to better link theory and practice. The split between academically generated 
social work theory and research and the knowledge that practitioners rely on every day 
is much lamented (Fook, 1996; Peile, 1994; Scott, 1990), Perhaps by studying in 
rigorous detail one's own practice, by reflecting-on-practice (Schon, 1983), the threads 
between 'practice wisdom' and communicable concepts ('theory') can be woven. 
Practice wisdom is arguably much under-used as a soiuce of knowledge (Goldstein, 
1990; Scott, 1990). If practitioners can keep telling accounts of their practice to each 
other and to a community of scholars then fuller realities about social work will be 
constmcted (Gorman, 1993). Those who do can also become those who know, and 
eventually what is academically known can reveal and mcorporate more about what is 
actually done (Saleeby, 1989), 
A constmctionist epistemology therefore supports my view as a femmist practitioner 
about what happens within groups, but to describe the research process itself, a 
subjectivist approach is needed. The constmctionist view does allow the researcher's 
influence to be studied if her voice is in the data itself (in this case as group facilitator) 
but does not extend this scmtiny to the choices made outside that site, m the research 
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design, writing and so on. Here subjectivism (including poststmcturahsm) can modify 
the constmctionist view (Guba & Lmcohi, 1994) by accountmg for the power 
differences in research relationships. In desfroying the innocence of the constmctionist 
view it also allows it to be useful. As a social worker it is clear to me that the human 
condition, includmg my own, is to be partial, impassioned, conflicted, and moral, as 
well as thoughtful. Therefore I would also reflect these quahties as a researcher. By 
understanding that the researcher is tellmg her story and not the participant's story, 
albeit bounded by academic and ethical standards, subjectivism makes it possible to tell 
that story more clearly. Therefore the epistemology is a constmctionist one but seen 
through a subjectivist lens when issues of power are important. 
The question might be asked, why not use a femmist epistemology, since it could be 
argued that feminism offers a promising new paradigm to inqufry (Nielsen, 1990) and 
that a feminist epistemology should imderlie all feminist research (Lindsey, 1997). 
There are two parts to my answer. Ffrstly feminist epistemology has been criticised on 
the grounds that it is highly philosophical, contentious, difficult to franslate into actual 
situations, and despite good intentions, conceptually fraught with problems such as 
standpoint theory's problem with agency (see Trinder, 2000, for a critique). Secondly 
those parts of feminist epistemology that are most useful are in fact used within the 
subjectivist epistemology, since feminism and poststmcturalism have intersected in 
many ways (Fawcett, Featherstone, Fook, & Rossiter, 2000; Olesen, 1994), In this study 
poststmcturalism and feminism are woven together in the theoretical foundation. While 
an epistemology describes the chosen view of how knowledge comes about, a 
theoretical foundation dfrects us to a part of that world that needs to be better known, 
A POSTSTRUCTURAL FEMINIST THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
"Feminist theory is concerned with contextually embedded local narratives -
stories that demonstrate the social and political nature of individual and 
community existence" (Gorman, 1993, p.257) 
The feminist theoretical base is made clear in Chapter 2, but needs to be explored here 
specifically in relation to the research design. A feminist research question demands a 
congment research approach, but there are many feminisms and feminist research 
methods, A minimalist stance argues that it may be enough to justify one's choices 
simply in terms of women's interests (Nielsen, 1990). Slightly more prescriptively, 
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Lmdsay (1997) has suggested that research can be either on women, in which case it 
serves to dfrect much-needed attention to women's concems, or it can be more radical 
and action-oriented researcher women, seeking to empower. Flax's (1990) prospectus 
for feminist theory also suggests goals for research: to recover and explore suppressed 
aspects of social relations, to recover and write the histories of women and women's 
activities, to think about how women's activities both constitute and are constituted by 
social relations, and to re-think values to encompass confradiction and difference. 
Feminist research can also sunply be defined as that done by, and/or recognised as such 
by, feminists (Remharz, 1992). Certainly this study fits at least some of these purpose-
focused definitions. 
Other definitions of feminist research cenfre on methods, such as always being 
qualitative, participatory and personally involving for the researcher (Nielsen, 1990). In-
depth interviews are an obvious corollary of this tenet yet many other methods have also 
been used, including consciousness-raising groups, group interviews, narrative and 
discourse analysis and quantitative methods (Fine, 1992; Lindsey, 1997; Nielsen, 1990; 
Reinharz, 1992; Trinder, 2000). As the diversity of feminisms has been increasingly 
appreciated, the research climate has also become more open, Fiuther, while 
participatory research has been widely seen as a goal it is now recognised as ahnost 
impossible to achieve completely and as having its own problems of vahdity (Opie, 
1992), Other minimum requirements for feminist research in the social work context 
have been suggested, such as those of Massat and Lundy (1997) mentioned afready in 
the infroduction. Whatever the choice of method, the feminist theoretical perspective 
requires that it accommodate both agency and consfraint in the lives of women. 
Research subjects need to be regarded as active, experiencing and knowing (as having 
agency), yet women's everyday worlds need also to be regarded as problematic, as not 
fransparent and immediately known to the women who inhabit them, or to the 
researcher (Smith, 1987). 
Like much contemporary theory feminist thought has had to come to grips with 
poststmctural critiques and has often done so by incorporating a poststmctural 
sensibility. In research perhaps more than m most areas, the limits of knowledge-
constmction (local, subjective, shifting) and its contingencies (power-based, historical), 
that this sensibihty highlights have to be considered. There are many parallels between 
feminisms and poststmctiualism, such as multiple knowledges replacing grand 
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narratives, and appreciating that agency exists alongside dominant power relations 
(Lather, 1991). Because of these parallels poststmcturalism is also able to extend 
feminists' self-reflexive awareness about our own power and values, so helping to 
conceptuahse and manage the complexity, difference, subjectivity and our own 
comphcity that we now recognise as problematic in practice and research (Fawcett, 
2000b; Flax, 1990). 
Social work research has also found these poststmctural approaches useful. For feminist 
social work researchers they offer a new option for social work research that parallels 
the non-positivist, interpretive, constmctionist processes of social work practice 
(Gorman, 1993; Opie, 1992). Poststiiicturahsm also recognises the constmction of the 
research event and the influence of the researcher's role in favoring some meanings 
over others, and so reinforces the importance of spelling out the research process at 
every point (Rossiter, 2000; Trinder, 2000). A poststmctural power analysis focusing on 
the uses of language also shows how social work research can marginalise people by 
categorising them while trymg to document their needs, and asks how we can help them 
without constmcting them as marginalised (Rossiter, 2000). This poststmctural 
reflexivity sometimes threatens the social worker's professional confidence, yet it can 
also empower her because it views social work help as a mutual constmction with the 
client, and if subjectivity is socially constmcted then it is also able to be changed for the 
better. Social work has been plagued by confusion over whether meaningful change 
happens at the individual level or only the social level, but by assuming a discursively 
mediated world, it is possible to address both the individual and thefr social context 
simultaneously (Rossiter, 2000), Consistent with a poststmctural sensibility, methods of 
narrative and discourse analysis which include both the wider context and the local 
constmction of reality, as well as concepts of consfraint and agency, have been 
infroduced into social work research (Trinder, 2000). Social work's closeness to the 
"mtensely personal, highly emotional, often bmtal stories of everyday life" (Gorman, 
1993, p.247) also provides opportunities for narrative-oriented research that can do 
justice to those stories in ways that positivist research cannot. 
However, there are problems embedded in a poststmctural feminist framework applied 
to research. Although the ideas about reflexivity are useful, there is little literature to 
guide this process, especially in the analysis stage (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998). More 
problematic, the grains of doubt about one's own analysis as a practitioner and 
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researcher can grow mto enormous barriers by undermining one's legitimacy to make 
any argument: "In the name of ethical, democratic, sometimes feminist methods, there 
is a subtle, growmg withdrawal from mterpretation" (Fme quoted m Trinder, 2000, 
p.56). Further, the problem of studying lived experience while gomg beyond it to deep 
stmctures that oppress, of looking simultaneously at agency and stmcture, is not 
resolved (Lather, 1991). The researcher's voice is still privileged by the research 
process itself and yet her task of exploring behind those common-sense understandings 
remains. The best that can be offered is an awareness of this conundrum and a genuine 
attempt to address if not solve it. If we take the ultimate deconstmctive option that 
poststmcturalism provides we would find research meaningless, but in feminist research 
we need only to temper certainties, not to deconstmct everything including the subject. 
We need a subject with agency, and as the researcher we ourselves also need agency. 
Affirmative or weak poststmcturalism is therefore the version endorsed by change-
oriented researchers (Fawcett et al,, 2000; Gubrium & Holstein, 1997), 
A poststmctural feminist approach, then, is useful as a base for this research, especially 
as it is consistent with the practice being researched. This approach raises as many 
questions as it answers, but its very acknowledgment of confradictions and 
vuhierabilities provide a way forward in research. Having presented the epistemological 
and theoretical foimdations of the research methodology, I will accoimt for the choice of 
methodology and method in a more narrative manner, 
METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES 
The second two elements of the conceptual 'string', the methodology and the method, 
are the subject of the decision-making process that I will now recount. This will make 
clear that many approaches were considered in the course of the project's evolution, 
represented in Figure 4, At the beginning of this project I asked the questions "What 
happens in women's consciousness-raising groups? How do women reach new critical 
understandings of difficuh situations? What does the facilitation contribute to this?" By 
the analysis stage I was asking mstead "What do the women in facilitated, community-
based learning groups achieve together, for themselves and each other and how does 
facilitation support this?" The latter question is less ambitious: it is concemed to 
discover what can be discovered. It is also more respectful: it places the women m 
charge of their participation in the group and it places this alongside the facilitator's 
agenda for change. It is less confident about being 'critical', preferring to look at what 
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the participants do for evidence of what is important, rather than to impose a rigid idea 
of that. This shift was made in the process of defining not only what previous 
frameworks explamed, but also what the chosen methodology was capable of fmdmg. 
FIGURE 4: JOURNEY TO A METHODOLOGY AND METHOD 
METHODOLOGY: 
Practitioner research 
Evaluation 
Collaborative theory-buildini 
Discourse analysis 
Group-process research 
.Change-process research 
Narrative analysis 
METHOD: 
Applied Conversation 
Analysis of 
institutional talk 
I will now frace my seeirch for this methodology, from the starting point that it was to be 
practitioner research, 
A PRACTITIONER RESEARCH STUDY 
"Doing passionate research involves questioning orthodoxies and achieving 
personal understanding. The practitioner researcher develops a relationship 
with the research literature and research methodologies which, I would argue, 
transfers effectively into the (practice) setting itself. He or she is no longer 
defined and controlled by the dominant cultural narratives or knowledges, but is 
more able to resist them and find alternative voices... Practitioner research is 
about what you need to know to do the job better" (McLeod, 1999 p.l) 
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Practitioner research in social work attempts to enhance professional skills and 
accountability, and to build a research base that reflects social work values and 
aspfrations (Fuller 8c Fetch, 1995), It uses the advantages provided by proximity to 
practice to contribute to professional knowledge. Still estabhshing itself as a distmctive 
approach to research m social work and related fields such as counselling, practitioner 
research nonetheless encompasses much work afready done and embodies aspfrations 
with which few would argue. Although practitioner research is typically described as a 
counterpoint to more academic research based in luiiversities (McLeod, 1999), there is 
nothing to suggest that practitioner research cannot be both. In fact recent mapping 
shows practitioner research to be commonly combined with academic study (Shaw, 
2004). In my case, I identified as a practitioner doing a thesis, and wanting to use that 
thesis to extend my knowledge of my practice, even though based in a university. 
An advantage of practitioner research is that it can produce research that is more 
relevant to practice to complement the more politically oriented 'big' research 
(McLeod, 1999). Practitioner research takes seriously the theory imphcit in practice and 
the practice imphcit in theory. This study is in part an attempt to find the theory 
embedded in my own practice: to identify my own tacit knowledge, implicit 
assimiptions, and practice wisdom, and to look at the practice lens I use as well as 
through it (Saleeby, 1989; Scott, 1990). However, making research congment with 
practice and enabling theory to be generated from practice do not necessarily follow 
from the 'practitioner-researcher' role (Peile, 1994; Scott, 1990). The practitioner-
researcher role can also create further schisms between practice and theory by aping 
scientific methods in its attempts to describe reality, rather than connecting up 
knowledges we all afready have (Saleeby, 1989). The present study could be criticised 
for using esoteric theory too far outside existing practice knowledges, and yet it does 
scmtinise tacit knowledge, and it is hard to see how that could be done without recourse 
to another metaphor, m this case, conversation analysis. The practitioner research 
approach can clearly be criticised but being mformed by a poststmctural framework 
guards against the worst of these possibilities. 
One of the advantages of practitioner research is that it can explore research methods 
that might be useful to practitioners in the future. That the piajor purpose of this project 
was to produce a thesis for a postgraduate degree did somewhat weaken this piupose, 
because the timelines and resources at my disposal were not those typically available to 
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a practitioner. On the other hand the practicality of a relatively new methodology, in this 
instance applied conversation analysis, could be investigated with a freedom that 
practitioners would rarely have. Practitioner research had other advantages in addition 
to its convenience to practitioners and its theory-practice nexus. Firstly it was consistent 
with my femmist perspective. The choice to research my own practice was bom partly 
of a reluctance to ask women to scmtinise thefr own lives purely for my purposes. By 
being a researcher-practitioner I proposed in the first instance only what I had offered to 
many other women: a group experience. This was my primary relationship with the 
women throughout the twelve hours of the group, although not during the one-hour 
interviews afterwards when I openly put on my 'researcher hat'. The same principle 
applied to the idea of studying other practitioners' work. While I was interested in 
others' practice, I did not want to scmtinise it without doing the same to my own. 
Feminist research literature places listening to women as cenfral, and yet it can be 
difficult to keep women's voices present while also adequately recognising the 
researcher's role (Mauthner & Doucet, 1998). The practitioner-researcher method 
places me in the frame along with the other research participants (Nielsen, 1990). The 
feminist injunction to write about oiu"selves as well as, and in relation to, those we 
study, becomes almost superfluous when the data for analysis is one's own practice 
processes. In summary, out of the range of social work research methods, practitioner 
research promised greater depth of understanding for this study and avoids many of 
feminism's criticisms applying to other methods. Furthermore, practitioner research sits 
comfortably with a poststructural perspective by placing research findings squarely 
within the context that produced them: without this context they cannot usefully be 
mterpreted by the reader (McLeod, 1999). The reflexivity of this approach avoids 
pretensions to be a imiversal voice, 'a voice from nowhere' (McLeod, 1999, p.l2), and 
allows the voice of the researcher to be heard. 
Practitioner research brings with it a clear philosophy but it may draw upon a multitude 
of existing methods (Fuller & Fetch, 1995; McLeod, 1999), This allowed me to explore 
different methods and eventually to choose applied conversation analysis. The cmcial 
consideration in making this choice was the source of data. From the outset I regarded 
use of the actual group interactions, rather than participants' perceptions of those 
interactions, or indeed any other records of the practice, as the primary data source. 
88 
THE GROUP AS NATURALLY OCCURRING DATA 
It was clear early on that interviews would not answer the research question because 
refrospective perceptions would not capture the moment-to-moment detail that 
interested me. While the participants' views about the group were clearly important, 
from a constmctionist point of view interviews have to be seen as a different event to 
the group altogether. The mterview is an interaction that creates its own context for the 
recollection of experience: it would not bring me back into the group to study what 
happened there even when it provided valuable information about how the participants 
chose to recall it. The interviewer always helps to constmct the reahty of the interview 
so there is no such thing as a context-free, always-tme, 'participant's perspective' 
(Featherstone, 2000; Minister, 1991; Parr, 1998; Silverman, 1997b). The practice site 
itself had to be the research site and an 'unobtmsive method' had to be found that would 
allow me to study actual rather than reported behaviour in a non-dismptive, safe and 
accessible way (Kellehear, 1993). If the context is a more 'naturally occturing' one such 
as actual practice, then the research process impacts relatively little on the data 
(Silverman, 1993). Numerous groups very similar to this one are conducted as part of 
feminist or community education practice rather than for research, that is, they are 
naturally occurring. The group setting can elicit stories and accounts less tailored to the 
researcher's preferences, especially as the group is designed to encourage otherwise 
silenced tellings within a safe and empathic setting. 
Apart from the infroduction of a tape-recorder, and the preliminaries of consent, there is 
one way in which this data-gathering site was not 'naturally occurring' and that was the 
inclusion of a social work colleague, also a researcher, as a group member. This was 
possible because she was the mother of a child with a disability and was sufficiently 
interested in the research project to support both its research and practice goals. From a 
feminist point of view the acknowledgment that personal and professional worlds 
overlap in this way is unproblematic. Similarly, for a conversation analytic perspective, 
such contextual factors only become relevant when the participants' interactions reveal 
them to be so (which in due course they do). 
Finally, an important advantage of using 'naturally occurring data' rather than 
mterviews is the ethical one. As practice occurs with all the safeguards of 
professionalism in place, the risks to research participants that accompany discussions 
of difficuh or hidden areas of experience are minimised (Featherstone, 2000). So the 
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choice to study the group's talk as the data set, although mitially appearing more 
objectifying within the feminist fradition, is readily justified. Having established that the 
group interactions would be studied dfrectly, questions of the exact research design and 
analysis method remained. 
THE ALTERNATFVE METHODS CONSIDERED 
"The order that our mind imagines is like a net, or like a ladder, built to attain 
something. But afterward you must throw the ladder away, because you discover 
that, even if it was useful, it was meaningless" (Eco, 1984, p.492) 
The choice of a method was not clear-cut, and the outcome was greatly informed by the 
outcomes of a pilot group. Having a poststmctural feminist framework as well as a 
practice-based concem first suggested a collaborative theory-building approach (Lather, 
1991) which embodied the mtention to include other practitioners' voices as well as my 
own in a praxis-oriented project, Unfortimately this design would have produced more 
data than could be managed in a fine-grained study, lacking the virtue of simphcity. On 
the other hand, one way of confining the study to a feasible scale would have been to do 
an evaluation. However, evaluations ask questions within a given fi-amewoik, 
comparing outcomes against goals (Cheetham et al,, 1992; Gingerich, 1990), Assessing 
my own practice against my own goals could only have a very limited contribution to 
theory, even if it went beyond the atheoretical, technical and pragmatic approach of 
much evaluation (Trinder, 2000). Another obstacle to using evaluation in a short-term 
support group was that establishing measurable outcomes is very difficult. The most 
common way to assess outcomes in this situation is to ask participants, and while this is 
important it is overlaid with all the complexities of interviews as a mutual constmction 
outlined above. Fmthermore, the possible outcomes of this type of group are likely to 
only be measurable over an extensive period of time. 
Change process research and group process research then emerged as possible solutions 
to some of these problems, as they investigate both processes within practice and small-
scale incremental outcomes, aiming to complement studies of more 'final' outcomes. 
Their atfraction is that they stay close to the practice data, studying small chunks of 
practice, rather like single case designs. However, they are relatively recent methods 
that appear to be still grappling with confradictions between their positivist paradigm 
and the complexity of the reality they investigate. Change process research in particular 
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mcludes approaches such as 'event analysis' of critical incidents that have an atfractive 
clarity but would have inappropriately imposed a model from psychotherapy or 
psychology on this group. Change process research uses naturahstic settings but relies 
on positivist assumptions to "determine connections between freatment processes and 
outcomes" (Reid, 1990, p. 130). The msistence on using quantifiable measures of change 
with 'evidence-based' experimental designs conflicts too much with the poststmctural 
understandings that underpinned my research. The language it uses, such as 'freatment', 
'outcome' and 'symptom' befrays the clmical foundations of this approach and the 
postmodem tensions were too insistent for my purposes. 
Turning to the related method of group process research I encountered similar problems. 
It is concemed primarily with outcomes for individuals and more recently with 
productivity in work environments, rather than with developing more complete 
understandings of what the group processes are (Wheelan, 1994). A positivist, 
laboratory-based focus runs through much group dynamics research, having its origins 
in social psychology. Its search has been for universal tmths rather than discerning local 
differences, and few of its concepts resonate with an interest in women's achievements 
of citizenship and change. Those that came close are expressed in a language that 
originates in psychological theory, with terms like 'dependency statements' (meaning 
utterances seeking conformity and direction) and 'pairing statements' (meaning 
utterances offering warmth or support). This method categorises talk into units to be 
coded and counted and used to impute intentions to the actors. Although group process 
research sometimes uses interviews, ethnography and observation as well as 
measurements, it retains a 'testing' mind-set. More recent developments do promote 
field as opposed to laboratory research and argue for ways to include participants' 
subjective experience, but there is no concession to feminist or poststmctural 
sensibihties. 
This investigation indicated that perhaps the best way to contribute to group research 
was to experiment with a novel method of analysing naturally occurring data, a 
stmctured observation that nonetheless avoided standardised 'code and count' systems. 
Language-based methods emerged as such a possibihty. 
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Language-based analyses 
I needed to look at the group sociologically and interactionally rather than 
psychologically (notwithstanding some parallel pursuits in social psychology) , because 
that promised the greatest msights mto groupwork as a socially constmcted, meaning-
makuig event. In this decision I was following the lead of Silverman (1997a) who 
studied counselling in this way. Although I had rejected the positivist approach of 
process research, I still needed a rigorous method that could balance the subjectivity of 
my position as practitioner-researcher. My reading then consistently pointed in two 
distinct but complementary dfrections, discourse analysis and narrative analysis. 
Discourse analysis has proved very useful to social work research, both within 
institutional ethnographies and as a method in its own right, (Opie, 1995; Pease & Fook, 
1999; Trinder, 2000). Discourse analysis identifies the stmctural limits placed on people 
in the language resources (discourses) made available to them and the power relations 
involved in the production of those discourses. However, the community-based 
groupwork setting is less institutional than many in social work (that is, less closely 
stmctured), and of interest as much for its opportimities for agency as for its constraints. 
Further, it is the participants' position in relation to discourses, rather than the language 
resource itself that is the cenfral concem of this research (as opposed to, for example, 
socio-linguistically motivated discourse analyses). The discourses present are important 
not for their own sake but for their impact on women's self-constitutions. 
Narrative theory has ventured further into this territory of self-constitution through 
language. In response to the difficulties of using scientific methods to investigate social 
phenomena, narrative research provides a new paradigm. Narrative theory searches for 
understanding rather than explanation, hoping to express the fullness of experience 
unconsfrained by positivist constmcts (Reason & Hawkins, 1988; Richardson, 1990). 
Narrative has many applications in sociology but of relevance here, it can be the 
research topic itself in what Polkinghome calls descriptive narrative research (1988). 
The general topic of 'narrative' has been narrowed further by writers interested in first-
person accounts of experience and how they create meaning and order, that is, in 
'personal narratives' (Laird, 1989; Langellier, 1989; Riessman, 1993). A research 
approach known as narrative analysis has been developed for the study of personal 
' For an outline of the origins of the study of talk, and the connections between them, see van Dijk (1985 
Chapter 1) 
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narratives which acknowledges both agency and constraint, and respects the experiences 
and voices of mdividuals (often women). Narrative analysis, briefly, is the analysis of 
the way that narrators interpret events, revealed m thefr choices of storylme, tense, 
rhetoric and so on. Identity and agency are located in the way a teller positions 
themselves m relation to thefr experience rather than m the content of the experience 
itself (Riessman, 1993; Trinder, 2000). This body of hterature was atfractive as a 
theoretical and methodological framework because it captured the world that I knew 
existed m groups, and had the ability to range from macro to micro levels of analysis, A 
narrative analysis of the stories told in the group promised to allow me to see how the 
group members changed over its course, was consistent with the constmctionist 
assumptions underlying my research question, and its suitability to social work and 
feminist research was well-estabhshed. 
However, much of the narrative analysis literature assumes that interviews are the 
context in which personal narratives arise, and more significantly narrative analysis 
does not include other types of talk such as opinions, accountings and questions, which 
the pilot group data revealed as equally important. Furthermore, the tendency in 
narrative analysis to assume that the stories studied are always whole was problematic 
because the pilot group indicated there were also significant 'story snippets'. 
Conversation analysis, on the other hand, pursues inquiry into narratives occurring in all 
types of conversations as well as into other types of talk, and includes fragmentary or 
embryonic stories without assuming that they are less significant than 'whole' stories. 
Finally, CA is the only approach to personal narrative that prioritises its interactive 
nature. 
THE CHOICE: APPLIED CONVERSATION ANALYSIS 
Despite its suitability in these ways, I was reluctant to use CA because it seemed too 
fine-grained and too concemed with estabhshing regularities to make the links I wanted 
between fridividuals and socio-cultural consfraints. It was only after I eliminated the 
other options that I returned to it and discovered several cmcial advantages, CA is a 
very rigorous method that balances the subjectivity inherent in this research design and 
is specifically designed to study interaction. In the other methods investigated, for one 
reason or another the phenomenon escapes in the flurry of activity around it (Silverman, 
1997a, p,24). Further, because CA assumes that agency and values are everyday, taken-
for-granted interactional accomplishments, it can be compatible with feminism, 
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Poststtncttiral feminist theory and the CA approach may not at ffrst appear compatible. 
One of the orthodoxies of feminist research has been that mterviews, in which the 
researcher establishes a friendly relationship, are the preferred method of data 
collection, but even an openly collaborative approach can be problematic in what it asks 
of the research participants, who may in fact prefer neufrality from the researcher 
(Featherstone, 2000). As the discussion earher this chapter argued, fenunism can 
explore altemative methods provided they are consistent with theoretical assumptions. 
Along with its antecedent ethnomethodology, CA brings an attitude of wonder to the 
everyday work of constmcting the world. It brings respect, humility, and the expectation 
of being surprised and dehghted. It can also contribute to an imderstanding of the 
relationship between the researcher and the researched (Speer, 2002). These benefits 
balance the inaccessibility and objectifying nature of the method that otherwise make it 
seem unsuited to feminist research. Another major advantage is that CA brings a 
growing body of understandings about talk in both 'ordinary conversation' and 
'institutional settings' that might shed some light on groupwork (Silverman, 1997a), I 
arrived at CA as the most promising method because it provided an avenue to 
investigate not only the primary research question about the interactional achievements 
of members of a women's group, but also the problem of how to better research change 
processes. Much feminist and social work research finishes with a plea for more 
detailed studies of specific sites of agency and consfraint, and the lament that better 
methods need to be devised to accommodate these. CA is a relatively new tool that is 
largely imknown in social work research (an exception being Housley, 2000): it might 
well have something to offer change-process research, evaluation or other practice-
research. It can admittedly only look at the interactional world for evidence of change 
and consfraint, but in social work interventions 'talking' plays a very significant part as 
a tool for change. Social work interventions involves numerous models of interaction 
and these could be substantiated, detailed and/or challenged by CA studies (Perakyla & 
Vehvilfinen, 2003), Finally, by lookmg at the 'how' of interactions, CA avoids 
reductionism but also allows us to go on to question the functions served by the way 
things are being accomplished, that is, the 'why'. As well as these advantages, a number 
of other features of CA deserve to be elucidated for their impact on this study. 
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Studying the taken-for-granted 
"(0)ur goal is to make visible how practitioners of everyday life constitute, 
reproduce, redesign, or specify locally, what the institutional and cultural 
contexts of their actions make available to them" (Gubrium & Holstein. 1997, 
p.115). 
CA seeks to uncover the everyday competencies people use to interact in and to 
constmct their social world. Its emphasis on 'naturally occurring data', which is 
admittedly a concept poststmcturalists query (see Billig, 1999b), originates here. Like 
its cousin (or parent, depending on your point of view) ethnomethodology, CA's 
intention is to combine a 'phenomenological sensibility' that understands meaning to be 
intersubjectively constituted, with a passionate interest in the social practices used to 
constmct those meanings (Holstein & Gubrium, 1994, p,264). This interest necessitates 
local studies of social organisation. An approach that looks in commonplace sites for 
what has been rendered invisible by habituation must be of interest to feminist 
researchers, who work "to recover and explore the aspects of social relations that have 
been suppressed, imarticulated or denied within dominant (male) viewpoints.,, to think 
about how so-called women's activities are partially constituted by and through their 
location within the web of social relations that make up any society" (Flax, 1990, p,55). 
The role of 'voice' in both revealing and changing reality is appreciated in much 
feminist research, so a method that investigates local, taken-for-granted talk-in-
interaction can listen for these constituting practices. 
In order to understand what is taken-for-granted, the lens through which it is seen needs 
to be understood, CA emphasises the stmcture rather than the content of the talk, 
because to perceive what the social relations are, we must ffrst see how they are 
constmcted. The talk between group members may be about the topic under discussion, 
but equally it is about the relationship between the women, and tmtil we know how 
much it is about this we cannot draw conclusions about thefr views on the topic. 
Agency and structure in CA 
To look simultaneously at agency and consframt has always proved difficult because an 
epistemology that explains one inevitably undermines the other. So it is with CA, which 
has always given the subject agency and responsibility because it is concemed with the 
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way members actively and interactively constmct thefr realities. Its assumption that 
personal agency is evidenced in all talk-in-interaction makes it obviously suitable for 
this study but is also problematic because it can ignore how agency is constrained by 
available language resources. However, CA is increasingly concemed to uncover such 
consfraints when they are part of an institutional context (Holstem & Gubrium, 1994). 
There are ways that both agency and consframt can be studied, although not strictly 
simultaneously, by 'analytic bracketuig', which I will pick up agam shortly. 
A version of the famihar agency versus stmcture dilemma that emerges in social 
questions is also present in feminist research: how to study stmctural constraints 
(whether they be material or discursive) without assuming that the research participant 
suffers from false consciousness. That is, how to interpret the participants' actions 
without disrespect towards them. Because CA stays so close to the data and ideally 
imports nothing that cannot be shown to be also relevant and consequential to the 
participants, it promises not to 'mind-read' the participants. However, this defense is not 
adequate in a poststmctural world where it is understood that the researcher cannot 
avoid bringing some of her own assiunptions into the analysis (Billig, 1999b, #90). 
Even CA theorists view membership of a language community as a prerequisite to 
analysing its talk (Heap, 1997), and that can only be because there are imphcit 
assumptions embedded within it. But CA also has the advantage that it is non-fronic, 
indeed highly appreciative, towards the achievements of participants even though it 
interprets thefr behaviour in ways that go beyond the commonsense. 
This retums us to the task of 'analytic bracketing'. Qualitative research assumes that 
'reahty' is distinct from its 'representation' but requfres representation in order to be 
recognisable to us. Qualitative research therefore must concem itself with the border 
between reality and representation, and different methods do this in different ways. In 
ethnomethodology (which for this purpose exfrapolates to CA) the researcher focuses 
on how participants in a social settmg represent their realities: what is reality for 
participants is 'representation' for the researcher (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). I will 
return to this later in a discussion of the method's limitations. Meanwhile, it is useful to 
see how analytic bracketing allows us to hold both reality and representation, and to 
study both agency and consfraint. Unlike poststmcturalism, this ^proach only 
temporarily suspends belief in the real: the 'real' is bracketed off in order to study its 
constmction, but is not permanently deconstmcted. Participants have agency in 
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constiiictfrig their reality, if not m always knowmg they are domg so, and "The 
organisation of talk thus participates in a dialectical relationship between agency and 
stmcture m social life" (Heritage, 1984, p,292). 
Institutional talk 
The choice of CA is not necessarily as wholly satisfactory as this account suggests. The 
literature can be esoteric and seemingly unrelated to the group's talk. It largely ignores 
language resources (discourses) in favor of interpretive practices, yet both are important 
in a feminist group. Two options emerged to overcome this problem: an institutional 
ethnography that combined conversation analysis, discourse analysis, and ethnographic 
observations (Holstein & Gubrium, 1994; Miller, 1997; Smith, 1987), or a CA sttidy of 
'institutional talk'. Both methods include options for looking at 'consfraints', in 
particular the language resources available in the talk. Institutional ethnography is an 
ideal method for a setting stmctiued sfrongly by organisational discoiuses and closely 
linked with governmental powers, but this group did not have these characteristics. The 
possibility of using some version of discourse analysis to show consfraint remained 
attractive, and I did eventually find I could analyse discourses using a CA framework 
when consideration of identities and self-constitution required it. 
'Institutional talk' was clearly the apphcable field of CA to this topic. The present study 
investigates characteristics of talk within a formal (though less formal than many) 
setting. As I outiined at the beginning of this chapter, analysis of institutional talk in CA 
identifies the context-free elements of talk (from 'ordinary conversation'), and then 
investigates how participants adapt these to the setting (hence what features are context-
dependent) (Silverman, 1997a). Peoples' talk orients to, takes into account, and makes 
relevant particular features of an institutional setting, and so actually also constmcts that 
settmg, and m tum that settmg enables particular activities (Psathas, 1995), Unlike 
'sfraight-ahead CA' which studies 'ordinary conversation' and searches for general 
systems of talk-m-interaction, the institutional talk sfrand of CA looks at specific 
context-dependent practices (Heap, 1997), Institutional talk differs from ordinary 
conversation in its concem with goals, its particular consframts and liberties about what 
can be said, and its specific ways of reasoning (Drew 8c Heritage, 1992), By studyuig 
pattems of interaction that characterise specified professional and occupational settmgs 
this form of analysis becomes highly relevant to many aspects of contemporary life 
where meaning is progressively deprivatised and institutionahsed (Holstein & Gubrium, 
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1994). Included among these are counselling, therapy and groupwork settings where 
both agency and consfraint are of interest. Because this research project is a study of 
practice, the abihty to look at the institutionahsed aspects of the interaction is vital. 
Such pattems are not necessarily as rigid as m highly mstitutionahsed settings such as 
law or medicine, where stricter question and answer sequences occur, but institutional 
pattems still characterise the mteractions between facilitator and participants. 
A study of group facilitation needs tools to identify power relations without assuming 
that power is monolithic. The power imbalance in institutional encounters can be 
detected in the asymmetry of relationships (for example, who initiates topics, who asks 
questions), but by examining the co-constmction of the talk with an assumption of 
participants' personal agency, relations of power can also be interrogated for 
confradictions and resistance, consistent with a poststmctural framework (Healy, 1996; 
Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998; ten Have, 1991), Through this exploration, it is possible to 
make further links between these interactive achievements (micro-processes of social 
action) and broader questions about social and institutional arrangements of concem to 
practitioners and theorists. This high ambition ironically rests on an analysis of 
comparatively tiny instances of actual talk studied in painstaking detail, making claims 
for only a very local set of circumstances. However, by first giving "close attention to 
how participants locally produce their interaction" (Silverman, 1997a, p,34), we can 
then move on to ask "why?" the talk might take that form: the important point is to 
consider each question separately (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997), 
In this study CA is used to illuminate activities that are of interest to group practitioners, 
social workers and political theorists, especially those with a feminist approach. 
Therefore the data cannot be approached completely without bias or pre-existing 
questions in the traditional 'sfraight ahead' conversation analysis manner although pre-
existing frameworks (such as my goals for the group) are certainly not the basis of 
analysis. However it is the veracity to 'micro' social actions that allows institutional CA 
to start to engage with critical 'macro' themes. An applied CA study with some 
theoretical and professional ideas brought to the data still applies strict requirements on 
those ideas. Firstly, the presence of any imported concepts must be evidenced in the 
talk-in-interaction itself, consistent with basic principles of CA. Stmcture does not exist 
in CA until it is demonsfrably relevant and consequential to the participants (Schegloff, 
1991). Second, the data are sifted through many times using different filters derived 
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from CA findings in ordinary conversation, to find the most sahent features. Even in the 
study of institutional talk we need to start with ordinary conversation pattems as the 
basis for comparison. There are myriad subtle actions that make up one small segment 
of talk-in-interaction. Some of these are characteristic of so-called 'ordinary 
conversation' and some will occur specifically in this groupwork setting and will be 
unlike casual or informal talk. In studymg the group as an institutional setting the role of 
the facilitator is clearly important, but the other group participants also create, maintain 
and re-direct the group, and CA allows dual research questions about the group 
members' and facihtator's actions to be pursued with equal emphasis. In summary, as 
the researcher-practitioner I steer the discussion using a feminist framework, use CA 
methods of studying institutional talk to perform the analysis (while acknowledging that 
a feminist sensibility is part of the institutional context), and finally draw conclusions 
relevant to feminist purposes. 
THE RESEARCH DESIGN 
The research was designed around four stages: preparatory, data-gathering, data 
analysis, and writing. The preparatory stage involved identifying a suitable research site 
as well as the decision-making about aligning the methodology with the epistemology 
and theoretical framework of the study outlined above, and was consohdated through 
the pilot study. There were two elements to the data-gathering phase: the data-gathering 
group and individual interviews. This was followed by data-analysis, moving between 
scmtiny of the data and reconsideration of the literature, and continuing into the writing 
phase. These stages also overlapped at times, despite thefr sequential presentation here. 
Preparation 
Although I had difficulty in clearly locating the field of community-based women's 
groups within community education or social work literatiu-e, community locations for 
such groups were readily available. I negotiated with a local community cenfre to 
facilitate a women's group that would meet a community need, as part of thefr 
community education program publicised each term through newsletters and local press. 
This program brings people together around common concems or interests so they can 
support each other in addressing issues that affect thefr everyday lives. It is seen as 
social work in the community development fradition. Having a sole facilitator is 
consistent with the educational, non-therapeutic model. This particular community 
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cenfre had the advantage of having affordable childcare (vital to fenunist practice) and 
this was in fact used by some of the group members. 
The pilot group: "Womanly virtues and old wives tales " 
The purpose of the pilot group was to investigate the data-gathering and data-analysis 
methods that I was mtending to use, as well as the research site. The topic, 'Womanly 
vfrtues and old wives' tales', was designed to ehcit stories from participants as I 
intended to undertake a narrative analysis at that stage. (See Appendices Al, A2 and A3 
for the pilot group advertisement, information sheet and consent form). It was also 
intended that this would remain the topic for the main data group. I devised the group 
format and content on the basis of hterature searches and practice experience. They 
reflected my personal style but were also consistent with the principles of feminist 
groupwork. I invited a colleague to be a research assistant, to assist me to conduct the 
research so that it did not defract from my facilitation, and to help me reflect on the pilot 
group in the design of the main group (this participant observer role is summarised in 
Appendix A4). A participant's evaluation sheet was used to gather further information 
about responses to the group (Appendix A5). 
There were several important outcomes from the pilot group. The first was that the 
group itself continued to meet, became self-facilitating and produced positive outcomes, 
anecdotally reported, for its participants (see Appendix A6 for one tangible outcome). In 
relation to the research methodology, the pilot group produced evidence that: 
• It was possible to audiotape and franscribe group discussions sufficiently 
accurately, although not conversations that occurred either simultaneously (such 
as discussions in pairs) or beyond the range of the microphone (such as informal 
talk over morning tea) 
• It was very valuable to have a research assistant (who needs to also join m with 
the group) 
• A 6-week course would be better than a 4-week one to produce sufficient 
opportunities for group processes to develop 
• The activities were rather analytical and did not elicit personal stories as much 
as discussion about stories 
• The proposed narrative analysis method would not include enough of the talk to 
answer my research questions 
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• My interest in studying changes in subjectivity could not necessarily be satisfied 
in the short time-line proposed 
• It was possible to be both researcher and practitioner. 
These conclusions formed the basis for the design of the main data-gathering group. 
Data-gathering 
The main group: "Looking after ourselves, looking after others " 
A group on the same topic as the pilot group, intended as the main data-gathering group, 
did not go ahead due to lack of niunbers, so further consultation with the Commimity 
Cenfre and then with local disability services provided the new topic of support and 
self-nurturing for mothers of children with a disabihty. The choice of specific group 
topic was therefore clearly based entirely on practice considerations and not dictated by 
a prior research decision: what was important for the research was that the topics 
followed practice considerations. There were few ways in which the research purpose 
distorted the practice. Advertising for the group was done through the usual medivun of 
the Community Cenfre brochure, and read: 
"LOOKING AFTER OUR SELVES, LOOKING AFTER OTHERS 
A workshop for mothers of chi ldren with a d i s a b i l i t y . Amidst the 
pressures to care for others there i s the need to a l so care for 
your se l f . In a small supportive group of people with both 
common and unicjue experiences, Kathy wi l l guide you through 
a c t i v i t i e s tha t are fun and ser ious , c rea t ive and r e f l e c t i v e , of 
the head and the hear t " . (See also Appcndi X Bl). 
Word was also spread through a flyer to local disability organisations and a notice in a 
Down's syndrome association newsletter (an opportunity that arose through a colleague 
who became the research assistant in the group). Although extending advertising 
beyond the Community Cenfre potentially changed the participant profile and was not 
necessarily typical of 'community-based' groups in that it tapped into both a geographic 
community and a community of interest, I was concemed to get sufficient numbers for 
the group to go ahead, partly for the research purpose but also to meet community need. 
This also affected the group fri that the Down syndrome experience somewhat 
dominated others at times, and such questions of difference and commonality will be 
addressed later m the thesis, fri terms of research design, the CA method minimises this 
disadvantage by making fransparent the data on which conclusions are based. 
The potential participants were given initial information about the course and its 
research component, including the availability of free childcare, through the Community 
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Cenfre when they rang to book (see Appendix B2 for the Infonnation Sheet). They gave 
thefr written consent to participate m the research at the first group session (Appendix 
B3). The time-tabling of the group presented some problems, due to public hohdays and 
school holidays there was a 3-week break in the middle of it that interfered with group 
bonding. However in practitioner research such difficulties could be taken on board 
without interfering with the research design. Like other factors described above, they 
highlight that the research is an instance of practice, but not necessarily of best practice. 
Facihtating the group was also an imperfect business in which I was learning as I went 
along. Not only was I using this particular program for the ffrst time but also some of 
the exercises were freshly devised. Again, this is not the textbook world of practice but 
it is the typical experience of social workers and others in community education whose 
job it is to discem local needs and respond to them, albeit with limited resources. 
Evaluation sheets were used as an aid to practice (Appendix B6): completed at the end 
of each session, they gave feedback about the session and what features participants 
found beneficial or not, and were used to adapt future sessions. I also rang the 
participants for mid-way feedback before the group re-convened after the 3-week break. 
The use of high-quality audio equipment, adequately trialled, was important in ensuring 
the successful taping of the groups: there would be no second opportunities here. 
Despite these safeguards one session was lost when the taping suffered unidentifiable 
electrical interference. On another day the session was held up by a faulty fire alarm that 
could not be switched off I include these details to show how research is, like practice, 
subject to unconfroUable variables despite one's best efforts, and how as practitioner 
researcher I evolved with them rather than futilely trying to eluninate them. 
I had worked in the disability field as a social worker but nevertheless viewed this 
primarily as a mother's group, and this had unportant implications for the design of 
group topics. Although I expected these mothers' experience would be distinctive m 
important ways, it was a deliberate practice decision to avoid preconceptions about how 
their experiences would differ from that of other mothers, by designfrig a group program 
that could have been used for any group of mothers. This would allow them to define 
their own experiences as much as possible, rather than be dominated by professional 
discourses of disability. The group was designed around a series of weekly topics that I 
considered relevant to mothers experiencing life challenges or changes (mcluding 
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multiple selves, sfrengths and stmggles, cultural messages, goals, supports and 
fransitions). Within each topic I devised activities that asked for individual reflection 
followed by telling and listening to these in the group: Figure 5 below summarises these 
(see also Appendix B4 for the Outline of Group Activities provided to participants). 
FIGURE 5: TABLE OF TOPICS AND ACTIVITIES 
Week 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
Weekly topic 
Getting to know our many 
selves (and each other) 
Strengths and stmggles 
(exploring our experiences) 
Messages about mothers (the 
good, the bad and the...) 
Destinations and journeys 
(big goals and small steps) 
Support networks (making 
and mending the web) 
Possibilities and preferences 
(where to from here?) 
Activities 
'My hopes and fears' 
Group contract 
'Our many selves' collage 
'What I had to do to get here today' stories 
'My strengths' 
Strengths and stmggles lifeline 
'Social expectations of mothers' 
'The dominant motherhood message in my life' 
Mandorla: 'The good me and the whole me' 
'Taking stock of where I am now' 
Goal-setting 
Force-field analysis 
Re-connecting: 'The web of wool' 
Support maps and gaps 
'Mothers' Manifesto' 
Stages and transitions 
Exploring a time of transition 
Group painting: positive symbols of the joumey 
The group process was designed around certain principles relating to the dimensions of 
modality, topic, discourse, change processes, and focus. 
• Different modalities of expression and reflection are offered to engage members' 
on cognitive, emotional, creative and other levels, and to avoid assuming that all 
participants leam in similar ways (Butler & Winfram, 1991), 
• The topics that stmcture the group sessions provide overt conversational 
resources, emphasise commonalities, and allow participants to interact without 
having to initiate topics; they start as foreground but can also become 
background when participants initiate their own topics (Ife, 1995; Kalcik, 1975), 
• The discourses favoured in my topics and talk are carefully chosen (to avoid 
assumptions about experiences of mothering a child with a disability, for 
example). Using a poststmctural feminist framework, my discourses are of 
multiple subjectivities, the social constmction of mothering, the lack of social 
supports for mothering, members' sfrengths and adaptability, the stmggle for 
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disability rights amidst able-bodiedism, and the existence of difficulties and 
confradictions because of the marginalisation of motherhood (and disabihty). As 
a groupworker and social worker I also unport powerful, less conscious 
discourses such as assumptions of rationality, mdividual progress and self-
development. Appendix C contams a list of Facihtator's mstiiictions for the 
activities, which shows the discourses mitially used. 
• Ahnost all exercises are based on an action-reflection cycle in which the ffrst 
stage is mdividual reflection on an issue or experience, followed by taking tums 
to report to the group, and then freer group discussion about it. The expectation 
is that at least some of the time, further individual reflection or discussions 
outside the group will follow this, and that the whole process is dfrected towards 
change. 
• This is not a problem-focused approach that requfres participants to identify 
thefr problems 'up front'. Instead the 'topics' are m the foreground, and froubles 
may well be present but not demanding direct answers, A range of fii^mies other 
than 'problems' (such as sfrengths, supports, multiple selves, ideologies, 
fransitions, and confradictions) provides an invitation to participants to examine 
their lives and society. 
The design of the group was part of my ongoing experimentation in methods that are 
feminist, collaborative, critical, narrative, open, diverse, and educational, methods that 
might lead to expanded subjectivities. It owed more to my practice experience than to 
the groupwork hterature simply because the social work literature about groupwork 
available then yielded little about learning groups. My practice and theoretical stance 
led me to focus on the participants' futures and on sfrategies for moving forward rather 
than on going over their past experiences. This was not because I did not think stories 
important but because I wished to avoid inviting them within a problem-focused 
framework, and to experiment instead with ways to approach problematic experiences 
that assumed as little as possible on my part as facilitator. 
My facilitation was also flawed as practice inevitably is. My main self-criticism is the 
lack of members' participation in the agenda-setting. I had not facilitated this particular 
group program before, but I knew that there are vuhierable stages and differing needs in 
mothering a child with a disability, and I did not know how these might be met if I 
allowed participants more capacity to set session topics. I feared that participants' 
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assumptions about each other's experience might close off more inclusive talk. Typical 
of this type of groupwork I did not know the participants and was not linked into back-
up services (as opposed to say, support groups for mothers of children with a disabihty 
that are dehvered through disability support organisations), so adopted a 'minimal risk' 
sfrategy. In facilitation there are always tensions to manage, m this case between the 
feminist intention of empowerment and the responsibility to care for participants. 
Therefore I did not consuh participants specifically about the session topics and 
activities, although my style was open ui other ways. If I facilitated the group again, I 
would do it in basically the same way except to be more collaborative, consulting 
participants more comprehensively about the topics. However, this begs the question of 
its purpose as a research project: without reflecting so closely on my practice I would 
not see some of those missed opportunities. 
The assistant researcher role 
The main element (apart from audio-taping) that was a research rather than a practice 
decision w£is to have an informed participant in the group who was in some ways an 
'assistant researcher'. It is an illusion that a research project like this is an individual 
effort. In this main data group, as in the pilot group, a fiiend and colleague helped me 
by adopting the research assistant role. The assistant has been mentioned previously in 
this chapter: she offered informal support in the groupwork practice as well as research 
(see Appendix B5), This role was of course disclosed to group participants at the outset, 
I used her perceptions and opinions in discussing the group facihtation between 
sessions, although not as much as I wanted to because I found my own capacity to take 
in new information while the group was happening was alarmingly small, a result of the 
anxiety that accompanied facilitating a new group on which a long-term project rested, 
with hefty consequences in time and effort if the group was not successfully concluded. 
The use of an assistant enabled me to put the researcher role aside more successfully as 
I facilitated the group, and so paradoxically added to the authenticity of this group. 
Individual interviews 
All of the participants were mterviewed within three weeks of the group finishing, to 
explore their reflections on the group and its mipacts on them. As has been explained 
above, the post-group individual interviews were not a check for accuracy of my 
analysis but another angle on the group, from the point of view of participants, and one 
that could place the group within context as more, or less, successful for each 
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participant. Given the local and subjective nature of the design this was especially 
unportant: participants' views that this was a useful and professionally run group make 
it a worthwhile subject of study. As femmist research the study also needed to mclude 
the participants' views about thefr experience of the group, especially because the CA 
method makes collaborative processes of recycling the unfolding analysis for comment 
unpossible, due to the tune taken and the language used. However it must be 
acknowledged that even with care taken, interviews of participants that were conducted 
by me would be biased towards a positive view of the facilitation: the bonding 
experience of the group would disincline members from being critical. 
The seven semi-stiiictured in-depth interviews, each taking approximately one hour, 
were held at a time and place to suit the participant, and all except one elected to have it 
in her home. They were audio-taped with the participants' permission. I devised 
questions to invite participants' reflections about the group's topics, processes and 
outcomes, as well as practicalities like timing and childcare. A written format 
(Appendix Fl) was placed on the table between the participant and I, so she could 
follow my thinking in the interview. I ended with a summary of my perception of the 
member's use of the group for themselves that I had previously prepared, and asked for 
their comments. The interviews took about an hour each. Another person franscribed 
them in all but one instance, and without CA conventions, because it was the content of 
their answers and not the interaction that was of significance, and because they were not 
the main data. I returned a sununary of the interview content to each participant for her 
corrections and feedback (Appendix F2), to develop a shared 'broad-brush' view of her 
responses. There were no corrections or requests from participants as a result of this 
consultation: they found the accounts accurate. 
The participants 
A description of the participants is not included here firstly because the method 
identifies interactional not individual outcomes, and secondly because the small size of 
the community involved would make them too readily identified. However, summaries 
of the individual interviews (Appendix F2), which participants approved, provide a 
sketch of each participant's involvement in the group. 
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Data analysis 
"the features of an informant's narrative account an investigator chooses to 
write about are linked to the evolving research question, theoretical/ 
epistemological positions the investigator values, and, more often than not, her 
personal biography " (Riessman, 1993, p. 61) 
The main data-set was comprised of all the talk from the data-gathering group that could 
be successfully taped and franscribed, approximately nine hours of talk altogether. The 
decisions and processes of the data analysis stage are probably the most difficult to 
account for and document and therefore are where the fransparency and reflexivity 
required of poststmctural feminist research are most threatened (Mauthner & Doucet, 
1998). There are echoing silences in many studies, including feminist ones, about the 
precise details of analysis (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998). As Schon's 'reflecting-in-action' 
describes, the concenfration of creativity requires such an intense focus in the moment 
that to simultaneously observe the process so as to know and describe what one did is 
exfremely difficult (Schon, 1983), Nonetheless the researcher's responsibility is to do 
just that. 
The choice of the CA method has afready been explamed. The task of analysis was to 
bring together the big ideas about agency and consfraint, self, and narrative, with the 
overwhelming plethora of CA detail about tum-taking, hesitations, laughter, topic 
changes, stories and so on. Unlike much conversation analysis, this apphed study 
demanded examination of what Sacks called 'big packages' or relatively long sequences 
of talk, in the search for an overall design and function of the talk (Jefferson, 1988), The 
current preference in many quarters is for computer-based analysis packages. However, 
the fraditional CA method does not normally allow data to be broken up into coded 
items. Furthermore, from a social constmction point of view the analysis tool (whether 
computer-assisted or not) is not a clear lens through which things are seen more clearly 
but inevitably distorts what is examined in its own image (Edwards & Ribbens, 1998), 
Therefore computer-based analysis would not necessarily produce more probing 
insights. The resulting winnowing process took tune: ffrst for a detailed but 
'unmotivated scan' of the data (Jefferson & Lee, 1992, p.521), then to read social theory 
that promised to generate topics with scope outside this specific research site, then back 
to the data to see if these possibilities were productive. 
107 
The ffrst stage of analysis is actually the franscription, because choices are made even 
there about how it is presented, and for this reason it must normally be done by the 
researcher (Heap, 1997), The franscription protocol was adapted to this particular task 
and readership, rather than foUowfrig the full CA convention (Silverman, 1997a), 
Details of the specific franscription protocol used are included in Appendix D. Then 
followed multiple readmgs of the data, each through a different lens: broad-brush 
discourses and interactions, facilitator's and participants' stated agendas, CA analytic 
tools, concenfrations of 'thick interaction' (where multiple mteractional tasks were 
achieved simultaneously), and concepts that are identified at macro levels as well as in 
micro interactions. The cmcial selection of segments for deeper analysis occurred by 
searching for pattems that were identifiable in CA theory and had resonance for 
feminist practice, such as instances of agency, consfraint, froubles, difference, and 
affiliation, or certain identities, stories, discourses, and so on. When it came to writing 
the data chapters, there was further selection of segments to make the clearest possible 
argument as well as to ensure that deviant cases were considered, I also returned to the 
CA literature at this stage to search out deeper understandings of the core concepts. 
Finally there was even more detailed conversation analysis and consequent refinement 
of ideas as these chapters took shape. Just as franscription is not a mere technical 
activity but forms part of the analysis, so writing is the final stage of the analysis rather 
than a simple reporting exercise. 
Analysing the post-group interviews was a much simpler process because it was the 
content rather than the interactions that were the focus. They were planned fix)m the 
outset as a separate process to be used not to support or refute CA findings (bemg 
epistemologically incompatible), but to assist in drawing implications fix)m that 
analysis. In CA terms the interviews were a 'lay gloss' of the mteractions but this does 
not mean they cannot make a valuable contribution: "lay glosses and analyses of 
conversational stiiictures live in peaceful co-existence - so long, at any rate, as tiieir 
different spheres of relevance are not mistaken the one for the other" (Sharrock & 
Turner, 1978, p,174). The interviews were important to tiie overall feminist intention of 
the project, and I searched the interview franscripts for content that informed me about 
the significance of aspects of the group setting and interactions to each participant. 
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Ethical issues 
Being practice-based the research method did not present any unusual ethical 
difficulties despite dealing with some delicate issues. The usual consent and 
confidentiality procedures were used (see Appendices B2 and B3 for Consent Form and 
Information Sheet). Apart from the taping of group sessions and the subsequent 
interview, the research design subjected participants only to a process they would have 
been part of in any case, and in which they could well find some benefit. The interview 
was voluntary and did not seek personal information beyond thefr reflections about the 
group and thefr participation in it, A summary of findings with accompanying letter 
(Appendices Gl and G2) was sent to participants but as discussed above any more 
reciprocal participation in the research was not feasible because of the nature and long 
incubation period of the analysis. While some feminists advocating maximum 
participation in the research might regard this as an ethical failure of the research, I see 
it rather as a limitation, in that the amount of time requfred for the CA precluded me 
seeking more feedback from the participants about those findings as I went, I will re-
visit this issue in the discussion of the study's limitations later in this chapter. 
VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 
Although they take different and at times disputed forms, reliability and validity are still 
as important in qualitative research as they are in quantitative (Silverman, 1993). 
Reliability is the most easily dealt with in CA studies, because it is based on the use of 
tape-recordings (Silverman, 1997a). The quahty and inclusiveness of tapes and 
franscripts still have to be established, however, on each occasion (Perakyla, 1997), In 
terms of inclusiveness, the whole-group discussions in this study were largely able to be 
recorded and franscribed. There was no mitial sampling of this data: everything that 
could be successfully recorded was, and it was also all franscribed using a basic CA 
protocol. However, some of the interactions could not be captured on tape: 
conversations in pafr work and chatting in a break, for example. Non-auditory 
mformation like gestures, drawings and so on, were also excluded, but for the research 
purpose this was not sufficiently important to warrant the dismption of a video camera 
in such a confidential space. Despite the usual checks, a technical failure excluded one 
of the six sessions from being clearly recorded (probably because lights of an unusual 
type tiiat had not been used in previous sessions caused electrical interference). This 
was regrettable but did not affect reliability or validity, because CA does not depend on 
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samplmg but instead accumulates sufficient instances of an observed phenomenon to 
establish its validity, selectmg excerpts on the basis of what the participants orient to 
(Perakyla, 1997; Schegloff, 1999a). It uses exemplars to estabhsh vahdity rather tiian 
arguing for generahsability on the basis of sampling techniques (Gale, 1991). 
In terms of tape and franscription quality, the dual role of practitioner-research worked 
sfrongly in my favor: because of the need to identify multiple and overlappmg voices, it 
would have been much more difficuh to both gain this data and to franscribe it as an 
outsider. As for the franscription protocol, there are various possible approaches. While 
purists in CA advocate complete and detailed franscriptions m order to undertake any 
analysis (Perakyla, 1997) others take a more pragmatic approach for apphed CA, given 
the time a detailed CA franscript takes, and suggest a basic franscription format with 
completion of greater detail after the selection of relevant exfracts (Silverman, 1997a). 
Witii ten hours of group talk to franscribe, a lot of it lively and therefore dommated by 
mtermptions, laughter and what are called in counsellmg 'minimal encouragers' (mm, 
yeh, ahuh etc), the course I decided upon was the latter, more pragmatic one. 
Turning now to validity, in qualitative research we need to consider whether our 
findings represent what they claim to and if we have interpreted them usefully in the 
hght of social theory, in this case poststmctural feminist theory (Acker, Barry, & 
Esseveld, 1983), However, there is still much debate about validity in qualitative 
research, and the ways to answer the question vary depending on the epistemology, 
theory, methodology and method. The cornerstones of validation in CA laid out by 
Perakyla (1997) will be elaborated upon shortly. In the constmctionist paradigm the 
validity issues are, however, still often debated, reflecting tensions between attempts to 
parallel positivism (with appeals to tmstworthiness, fransferability, dependability and 
confirmability), and moves to go beyond these into action-oriented tests such as whether 
the study authentically leads to changes in knowledge or power (Guba & Lincohi, 
1994). In this study the former more orthodox view applies, although the effectiveness 
of the research if not its validity should be determmed partly by its usefulness in 
changing practice or practice settings. There are ways that this form of research design 
can be shown to be tmstworthy and even in a limited way, generalisable, as the 
discussion of validity in CA below will demonsfrate. However first I will consider how 
it conforms to the validity requirements of feminist research and practitioner research. 
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The feminist concems and foundations of the research bring considerations, often not 
expressed in the fraditional language of 'validity' but nonetheless exacting standards of 
the researcher (see for example Nielsen, 1990). In feminist research, it is often thought 
that being closer to the subject is more likely to produce good data than being distant, 
since it reduces the negative impact of the research event itself on the participants' 
accounts (Acker et al., 1983). This closeness needs to be then balanced by greater 
reflexivity on the part of the researcher, showing how the researcher's a priori theory 
has been changed by the logic of the data. This combination creates greater 
tmstworthiness for the analysis. However, the assumption often imphcit in feminist 
research is that in-depth interviews are the method used, and these conditions seem to 
apply to that context. It is not clear that they are relevant when using other methods. 
Nonetheless, using a practice context as this study does also creates a close researcher-
participant relationship, and therefore requires reflexivity. The inclusion of my own 
interactions in the data analysis is this study's answer to that requirement. It enables me 
to answer self-reflexive questions about how I have imposed order and encouraged 
ambiguity, what I have muted and what favoured, who I have made into objects and 
who I approached as subjects (Lather, 1991, p,84). Conversation segments presented in 
the next chapter particularly demonsfrate my influence on the group. 
The requirement for face validity is harder to satisfy in this context: asking participants 
to check one's conclusions after some months or even years (due to the slowness of the 
analysis process) is awkward if not unworkable, and it is not necessarily respectful to 
the participants to bring up memories of that time in their hves. Added to that is the 
increasing recognition that the assumption that participants' views are necessarily 
'tmer' is problematic. The other common form of vahdity in feminist research is action-
oriented, sometimes called 'catalytic vahdity': the effectiveness of the research in 
bringing about change. While the CA analysis will identify some outcomes that may 
quahfy as 'change', a longer timelme and an expanded methodology are required to 
thoroughly measure change m a group like this. A final requfrement for feminism is 
'constmct vahdity', and this will be discussed shortly. 
Additional validity criteria that resonate with these are suggested for practitioner 
research (McLeod, 1999). Firstiy the research account must be sufficiently descriptive 
about the setting, context, participants, and so on, for readers to decide on its relevance 
to other settings. Second and more confroversially, it must supply enough information 
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about the researcher's own thinking processes to estabhsh personal vahdity 
(tmstworthiness and mtegrity). This is my goal in this account of the methodology. 
More sahent perhaps than any of these insights are the requfrements for validity within 
CA. Because the research process frievitably mterferes with the reality it is studying, the 
use of 'natturally occurring data' aids vahdity (Silverman, 1997a). In CA the vahdity 
issues are partly met by the presentation of data in which participants' own 
interpretations are evident. The ways that participants are interpreting events are 
demonsfrated through their 'next turn' and while it is sometimes ambiguous it is 
nonetiieless the foundation of the method (Perakyla, 1997). Vahdity is aided by the 
process of analytic induction m which the constant comparison method (identifying 
sequences of related talk, searching for the regularities within them that are both 
produced by the participants and attended to by them, and working backwards from 
outcome to its production inductively ratiier than deductively), along with the 
identification of deviant cases, enable refined descriptions of actual practices rather than 
idealised versions of them (Perakyla, 1997; Silverman, 1997a; Silverman, 2000). 
Misleadingly simple in its results but requiring complex analysis to reach, is '£q)parent 
validity' in which "once you have read (the results) you are convinced they are 
fransparently tme" (Perakyla, 1997). Here femmism and CA meet. This notion of 
'apparent validity' is very similar to the 'constmct validity' in feminist research, which 
rests on a sensible relation between the constmct and the theory, as well as on 
orientation to the constmct by the research participants (Lather, 1991). However, these 
elements cannot just be imported but must clearly be both relevant and of consequence 
to the participants themselves (Perakyla, 1997). 
CA provides a particular response to the problem of generahsability in very local 
qualitative studies. The goal in CA is not to discover universal tmths that always occur 
under specified conditions, as it is increasingly clear that it is impossible to specify the 
myriad and subtle conditions of each human interaction, or to rephcate them. However, 
it allows for another type of generahsability: the identification of what is possible. One 
cannot generalise that a phenomenon will always appear in a group because of local 
variability of group cultures, but one can generalise that it is a possibility (Gubrium & 
Holstein, 1997; Perakyla, 1997), The study therefore becomes one of how these social 
practices are made possible. This has the important corollary for those interested in 
social change that it can offer useful programs for action: if we know how supportive 
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conversations are made possible for example, we can more easily create the conditions 
for them. 
LIMITATIONS AND DIFHCULTIES 
No methodology is without its difficulties and lunitations. By outlining both the 
reasoning behind my choices and the processes those choices produced I hope to have 
forestalled most of the criticisms that could be made. Some do deserve further attention 
here, however. Most of the limitations of the research are m fact two sides of the same 
coin: what the femmist theorists might find unacceptable distancing of the participants, 
the CA theorists would probably criticise as unporting too much a priori theory. In other 
words, this research steers a path between a feminist ethic of keeping sight always of the 
participants as people, and the CA tenet to look only at the data. In trying to frace a way 
between the two I found more congmence than might be expected. 
The CA process is undoubtedly time-consuming and esoteric from the point of view of 
practitioner research. In this case it also limited the women's involvement in two, 
related, ways. Firstly it conflicted with the feminist intentions of the research because its 
complexity precluded collaborative, participatory models where some of the 
researcher's power can be shared. However, there are confradictions in seeking 
collaboration, including the enormous difficulty of complete agreement about 
interpretation being reached, and if this is so in interviews, it will be multiphed in a 
group situation (Opie, 1992). Furthermore, different feminist writers uiclude 'voices' in 
various ways, and here it is their stories as participants rather than thefr views on the 
research that are elicited. This research might not therefore be consciousness-raising for 
the participants as research but it can be as participants. There is another response to 
the important issue of the researcher having greater power that must be dealt with in any 
research with a liberatory concem. In confrast to much feminist research based around 
mterviews, in which the developmg researcher/researched relationship changes the data, 
usmg the naturally occurring data of a group retafris a predominantly practitioner-
participant relationship. Power certamly operates in this relationship, but this power 
becomes a part of the object under study rather than an unwelcome shadow clouding the 
data's validity. 
The second limitation from a feminist perspective arises because the depth of 
individuals' experiences too easily disappears with an intense focus on interactions. In 
113 
this study, there was a tension between representing the women's full subjectivity, and 
producing a coherent account of the uiteractions. The 'whats' of each participant's 
reality can be hidden m the details of the 'hows' of mteraction, which can become 
"shom of meaning and emotional content" (Gubrium & Holstem, 1997, p. 107). CA 
partly resolves these tensions by mcludmg with great veracity the participants' talk and 
its analysis in the text, which not only shows the women's voices, but also that the 
analysis is only partial and is contingent on the questions asked of it. Nonetheless what 
people say about the world is ultunately important to emancipatory practitioners, and its 
silence m CA is one of tiiat method's greatest lunitations (Hammersley, 2003). In this 
study the post-group mterviews attempt to at least acknowledge this: to "keep a guarded 
eye on the real - as separate, distmct, and as analytically significant as the real's 
representational machinery" (Gubrium 8c Holstein, 1997, p. 107). 
There is still, however, the objectifying process of interpreting what people are doing m 
ways they would not, which apparently places less importance on how members 
perceive the group and themselves than on how I do. Unfortunately, the altemative to 
this is to present no analysis at all (Trinder, 2000). Elsewhere, participants in feminist 
research that has been very sensitive to 'othering' its participants with interpretations 
about them, have been disappointed not to be given more of the researcher's own 
analysis (Acker et al., 1983). Furthermore, the CA approach does not 'interpret' 
peoples' meanings in the same way other methods do: it does not impute inner 
motivations or feelings, but theorises with some awe about everyday accomplishments. 
In the play-off between CA's inaccessible language and its respectful attitude to 
participants, the outcome is an acceptable tmce. However I did feel continual 
discomfort at scmtinising these women's words so far beyond any consideration they 
were likely to have given them. I used this discomfort to remind myself of feminist 
imperatives to be respectful in my close scmtiny, in the manner of the photographic 
metaphor described Chapter 1. 
From the CA point of view the research is undermined perhaps by its a priori mterest m 
connecting talk-in-interaction with broader social actions. The CA maxim is to 'let the 
data speak', and yet all that could be heard was a babble without the organising 
frameworks I brought to it. The data could of course have been analysed for many 
different purposes, including a 'pure CA' approach, but 'ethnomethodological 
indifference' in its pure form means one cannot prefer one form of interaction over 
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anotiier and this cannot be the stance in feminist or indeed in any social work practice. 
Without connection to some questions of 'why', the meaning of the 'hows' will be lost 
in a moral vacuum (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). 
By using a dense analysis of taped talk, CA provides a valuable method for analysing 
change processes as they are happening, but unfortunately leaves out non-verbal 
interactions and the talk that is inaccessible to clear taping. Taping allows the researcher 
to 'hold the action still for the camera' although the view is a limited one and leaves out 
much, both at the time and over time (Perakyla, 1997). However, the choice here had to 
be made between breadth and depth, as both were not feasible. The narrowing of data to 
just the verbal is justified by the depth of the analysis yielding valuable insights. 
In a similar way the highly local nature of the study produces some benefits but has the 
limitation of not comparing sites and establishing some wider applicability in the first 
instance. This does not preclude such comparisons being made by others, though, in the 
manner that other CA knowledge frequently develops. Epistemologically this group is 
not even a representative example, but in a poststmctural understanding where each 
instance is unique, and differences have to be held at the same time as commonalities, it 
may nonetheless be an exemplar. The decision to study this form of groupwork in this 
way will be justified if new ideas and knowledge are produced: to study more practice 
sites, or practice other than my own, would have meant less depth in the data, 
SUMMARY 
This chapter has given a rationale for the methodological choices of a practitioner 
research study using applied conversation analysis. These choices were made on the 
basis firstly of a constmctionist epistemology, which suits social work's concem with 
how meaning is constmcted and changed, and secondly of a poststmctural feminist 
theoretical base, which underpms my research question about feminist groupwork 
practice. Practitioner research and apphed CA combine in this research design to 
provide a fine-grained local study. Because of the particular combination of methods 
(where I am the practitioner-researcher m a CA study that analyses the mteraction itself) 
this design offers a fresh form of reflexivity for social work research that mcludes my 
own presence as researcher quite naturally. The practitioner research methodology and 
the CA method also complement each other technically: without bemg present as the 
facilitator it would have been virtually impossible to franscribe all the talk as completely 
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as I did. The practitioner-researcher often has a high level of access to one or two very 
local sites: CA can teike advantage of this apparent restriction, while providing a 
rigorous method. Social work is almost always organisationally based, and always 
practised within the institution of the profession, so fits within the 'institutional talk' 
focus. They are also a fruitful combmation conceptually: as a practitioner, CA provides 
a new metaphor for the work of facilitating talk within groups. This method can study 
conditions for change in a way that I have shown is compatible with the poststmctural 
and feminist stance of much social work practice. This CA study of social work practice 
joins many others in related professional settings (such as education, health, therapy and 
law) in the growing body of research that seeks to identify, within talk-in-interaction, 
larger social forces at work. However, there are very few previous such studies and this 
study therefore includes the practical application of CA to social work research as one 
of its major questions. This and the previous two chapters have laid out the practice-
based, theoretical and methodological foundations of this study. It is now time to tum to 
the findings of this analysis, to see what type of knowledge it produces about the 
facilitation of community-based groups. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FACILITATING TROUBLES TALK 
INTRODUCTION 
"Without troubles, counsellors have no reason to intervene in their clients' 
lives" (Miller & Silverman, 1995p.735) 
In the previous chapter I outlined the foundations of the CA method, and the origms of 
the data set. I chose to study the audio-tapes and detailed franscriptions of one group of 
six 2-hour sessions that I facilitated, because this was consistent with my feminist 
purpose, researcher practitioner approach, and social constmction method. The very 
local and small-scale nature of the data is sfrongly indicated by the method, and 
franscription of so much overlapping talk would have been impossible for someone who 
had not been present. That this subjectivity was also balanced by the rigour and 
fransparency of the method is evident in this first data chapter that focuses on the 
facilitator's role. If a facilitated community-based group can be a site for fransformative 
action (characterised in this study as self-reconstitution), it must be acknowledged that 
the facilitator has a major part to play in setting the context for this process. In this 
chapter CA is used to investigate the facilitator's power in setting up interactional 
pattems and discourses but also the institutional basis for this power. In particular I use 
the CA concept of 'froubles talk', building on previous studies of froubles talk in service 
encounters and especially AIDS counselling (Jefferson & Lee, 1992; Miller & 
Silverman, 1995; Silverman, 1997a), Explorations of this CA body of knowledge about 
froubles talk also begin to answer my research question about the relevance of CA to 
social work research. 
There are four data chapters, each focused on a different pattern of interaction that the 
conversation analysis has revealed and offering a fresh perspective on an aspect of 
community-based feminist groupwork. This and the next chapter explore the 
ivXQTSicXiondX foundations of the group contributed by the facilitator and the participants 
respectively. The remaining data chapters investigate two participants' tools of 
fransformation, second stories (Chapter 6) and ironic humour (Chapter 7), The 
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interaction created in the group clearly relies upon both facilitator and participant 
initiatives, but as an instance of institutional talk (in the conversation analysis sense) 
this group's mteraction is directed by formal requfrements, even with its fransformative 
agenda, Usmg the CA method of an 'unmotivated scan' described m the previous 
chapter (Jefferson 8c Lee, 1992), I did not consciously apply any a priori ideas about 
facilitation to reach tiie conclusions of this chapter, although my declared purpose to 
reconsider consciousness-raismg groupwork practice must mevitably have filtered my 
scmtmy of the data. In studying mstitutional talk, the significance of a feature rests on 
establishing that it can happen (rather than that it always does happen), and on 
understanduig how the setting dfrects it to happen, CA provides its own 'filters' with 
concepts hke froubles, topics, discourses and formal talk, which invite questions about 
how these are freated in this group, A 'discourse of enablement', for example, has 
previously been identified in CA studies of counselling settings as "a professional 
sfrategy for inciting preferred forms of froubles talk and encouraging preferred forms of 
change in clients' lives", (Miller 8c Silverman, 1995 p,732). Given the intention of this 
type of group it might be expected that a related discourse would ^pear here. 
Studying the facilitation of this group as a series of conversational accomphshments 
allows a combined focus on both the interaction and the language resources infroduced 
into the interaction, and these comprise the first two sections of this chapter. However, 
characterisations of the group interaction as a series of features will be more usefid to 
practitioners if they can be ordered and conceptualised with a slightly broader brush. 
The third section of this chapter therefore uses the concept of communication formats, 
previously used by Silverman (1993) to identify some organising pattems of the group 
process, I will now outline the cenfral findings about the interactional pattems 
dominated by the facilitator, 
TROUBLES TALK AND INTERACTIVE AGENCY 
"Troubles talk consists of portrayals of (and interactions about) aspects of 
peoples' lives as undesired and, perhaps, warranting change in behavior or 
perspectives " (Miller & Silverman, 1995 p. 725) 
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The concept of troubles talk 
In the ffrst instance I am approaching the work of facilitation through the concept of 
froubles talk, because it is a concept around which a body of CA work has grown which 
proves highly relevant to this setting. Troubles talk consists of a froubles-teller and a 
froubles-recipient drawing on a very rough 'template' to produce some variant of a 
froubles-telling sequence (Jefferson & Lee, 1992), Troubles talk is cenfral to the 
business of this group. It is what the activities and discussions are often designed to 
elicit because the difficulties, or 'frouble', of being a mother of a child with a disability 
and of looking after oneself are what the group sets out to address, 'Troubles talk' is so-
named and studied in CA (see for example Jefferson, 1984a; Jefferson, 1984b; 
Jefferson, 1988): it is not a term usually used in group facihtation, social work, or 
feminist practice. However, it describes well the type of talk occurring in community-
based feminist groupwork that must speak of difficulties while trying to avoid the 
common professional language of 'problems'. 
The body of CA work addressed to identifying the features of froubles talk provides a 
useful starting point for this study. However, it is not the study of froubles talk itself that 
is the focus here; rather, previous findings about how people 'do' troubles talk provide 
analytic tools to identify patterns of group interaction. As with other studies of 
institutional talk, it is the knowledge of interaction in 'ordinary conversation' that 
allows us to identify the novel interactive solutions of this setting. Those findings about 
froubles talk in ordinary conversation relevant to this analysis include: 
• froubles as a topic for conversation are usually embedded in 'business as usual' and 
are concluded by returning to that (Jefferson, 1978); 
• froubles tellers show froubles resilience (that they are froubled but coping), 
sometimes by laughter (Jefferson, 1984b); 
• audiences of froubles show they are receptive by showing affihation, often with an 
expression of empathy (Jefferson, 1988); 
• froubles talk is relatively 'disorderly' (difficult to determine secure pattems) in 
ordinary conversation (Jefferson, 1978); 
• non-receptive responses to froubles can be caused by a froubles teller's perceived 
'drama and sentmientality' (Jefferson, 1984b); 
• providing remedies (advice) for the frouble is not usually a preferred response 
(Jefferson & Lee, 1992), 
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hi addition, studies of froubles talk withfri counsellmg settings identify that: 
• froubles talk may include froubles defmitions, contexts and remedies (Silverman, 
1997a); 
• the presence of froubles is a reason for professional help to be offered, mdeed 
sometunes unposed (Miller & Silverman, 1995). 
The body of knowledge about froubles talk in counselling contributes a particularly 
useful starting pomt as it has afready identified how counsellfrig's 'discourses of 
enablement' depart from ordinary conversation, and it may also be a basis of 
comparison with groupwork. However, the most basic point to estabhsh from a CA 
point of view is the role of the 'expert' in any such frouble talk. This is also obviously 
of concem to any investigation of emancipatory practice, and especially one 
additionally informed by a poststmctural concem with professional power. 
Troubles talk in a community-based women's group 
Harvey Sacks argued that 'froubles talk' has an important part to play in validating 
professional help, by moving from an ordinary frouble to one that requfres expert 
intervention. The fransformation from mere experience to 'frouble' requfres a person to 
understand what they do not know so that they can come to an expert (Jefferson, 1989), 
Even in counselling settings, where 'froubles talk' might appear to be a given aspect of 
the context, troubles have been shown to be socially constmcted (Silverman, 1997a). 
Miller and Silverman's account of counselling as conversation (Miller & Silverman, 
1995), where the presence of froubles is also a warrant for professional help, supports 
this view. In a postmodem version of this idea, the professional uses her or his 
disciplinary power to exfract self-disclosures that are then used for 'assessments' 
(Leonard, 1997). Presentmg one's froubles on a platter to the 'expert' for advice, or 
indeed being assumed to be in need of advice, lowers a person's interactional agency 
because it implies some degree of ignorance or incompetence (Heritage 8c Sefi, 1992). 
It is not even usually welcomed by people bemg counselled despite the obvious 
cenfrality of 'froubles' to the interaction, although it must be noted that usmg 
counselling skills well and orienting to the froubles-teller's stated concems can reduce 
the troubles-teller's loss of agency (Silverman, 1997a). Bringing froubles to an expert is 
'dispreferred', a CA term for actions which are not performed in a sfraightforward way 
but are delayed, qualified or accounted for in a way that shows they are not the invited 
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next tum ('dispreferred' in CA does not refer to the inner motivations of the participants 
but to discemible interactional pattems) (Heritage, 1984; Pomerantz, 1984). 
The next two segments are selected to illusfrate features that appear consistently 
throughout the group. They show firstly how froubles talk and expertise are interrelated 
in this group just as they are in studies of counselling talk, but secondly how that 
expertise is shared between facihtator and members in a way not identified by Miller 
and Silverman (Miller & Silverman, 1995; Silverman, 1997a) in counselling talk. 
Segment 1: Troubles talk provides a warrant for professional help 
In this group froubles talk is certainly elicited by the facilitator, and fiuthermore is 
sometimes used as a warrant for her to engage in extended conversations ('counselling') 
about those froubles, as the following sequence shows. There is nothing in the activity 
to dictate that a frouble be displayed although the invitation is there, and Eve uses the 
opportunity to embark on a froubles telhng that provides a very sfrong warrant for the 
facilitator to respond. This exfract of talk is the first of many in the study that will be 
presented in a simplified CA style franscription suited to this applied study"*. The 
segment starts when the facilitator Kathy invites Eve to take her tum in presenting her 
randomly chosen 'sfrength' card: "just briefly telling us of a time when you used that 
sfrength". This activity was an 'ice-breaker' to infroduce the topic of 'sfrengths' in a 
way that did not require great personal disclosure, hence the random selection. The 
facilitator's responses, in bold type, show how I encourage Eve to delve deeper into her 
account by offering encouragers, paraphrases, and reflections (a counselling term) of 
feelings, content and experiences, rather than closing off her account to move to the 
next person's. 
1 Kathy: anyway Eve 
2 Eve: *I have 'honest'*(.2.0) 
3 Kathy: o:hh? 
4 Eve: um (1.0 ) I am a very honest person, in that I do (.) I-1 guess I do speak my mind 
5 to people and (.) >and I think its a strength?< but (.) people don't always deal with 
6 (,) honesty, (hhhh) you know like (hh) *people don't necessarily want to (.) know 
7 tiie truth?* (.) um but I think at the same time while I am quite honest I don't 
8 think I'm being that honest with myself at the moment (.) so maybe this is a 
9 reminder that *I need to (.) be a bit more honest* 
10 Kathy: mm. you want to think about that in a way 
11 Eve: we::ll ye::h I guess part of it is coming here to this group because I coiild just very 
12 easily (.) not tiiink about (.) you know like those sorts of things and just go along 
See Appendix D for the Transcription Symbols adopted in this study. 
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13 my merry path with everything being OK- *I could easily fall into that* (.) you 
14 know- *I think there's a sortof point in your life when you've gotta to think about 
15 (these things) * y'know be it 
16 Kathy: mm( ) 
17 Alice: (hh hh) 
18 Eve: so maybe that's [part of what that's about= 
19 Kathy: [maybe that's part of that ambivalence about coming 
20 Eve: mmmm. yeah I [guess 
21 Kathy: [I could do without this really I could just go and fill my life with work and all 
22 the other things I've gotto do and= 
23 Eve ye:ah 
24 Kathy: and not make myself stop and 
25 Eve: ye:::ah. I suppose I don't really want to think about things like that? >I mean 
26 y'know like to do with my daughter^ because I think well *its too depress(hh)ing* 
27 [y'know like= 
28 Kathy: [where's it going 
29 Eve: you know I'd rather just go along my merry way ( ) the fact there is no (hh) 
30 (): [(hhh) 
31 (Kathy): yeah 
32 Eve: [joy since you said that last week ((to Susan)) I've just been thinking every day (.) 
33 where is the joy? (hhh)? (.) I mean its joy- I like to have a bit of joy with my 
34 daughter () 
35 Kathy: the hard grind 
36 Eve: (hhh) what's it all about? really ye:ah 
37 Kathy: yeah (.5) and that maybe at different times you deal with that in different 
38 ways sometimes its okay just to go off and focus on all the (other things) you 
39 know the way to manage it is to just keep going 
40 Eve: mm 
41 Kathy: sometimes isn't it not to stop and [delve 
42 Eve: [yeah not to stop and delve and yeh I think that like maybe some of this group is 
43 about thinking about some of those things? and that stuff (.) which I guess I have 
44 been doing? (.) so::? 
(Session 2:9-10) 
After Eve has produced the 'frouble' of being dishonest with herself, problematised by 
the confradiction with her espoused honesty (1.4-9), Kathy breaks in to name this 
confession as something Eve perhaps wants to 'think about', thereby creating a space 
for fiirther discussion of this topic (1,10). Eve continues to define the frouble as the 
avoidance of discussing the frouble itself, with the group's conversations presented as a 
remedy (1.11-15). This conversation orients to but never openly names the discourse of 
'adjustment', including the initial stage of'denial' (borrowed fix)m theories of grief and 
loss), that is prevalent in the helping professions working with parents of children with a 
disability. (Further evidence of this is found m subsequent remarks by Alice: see 
Segment 2.) Of all the froubles associated with having a child with a disability, the 
social work literature tells us that this issue of 'adjustment' is perhaps the most 
problematic and contested. This is also a delicate conversational topic, for Eve because 
troubles give her a place in the group but are painfiil, and for Kathy because such 
122 
professional discourses as this are normally to be avoided in a feminist context yet a 
group member has infroduced it here. 
However, interactionally both continue to orient to the 'expert' role that this frouble has 
successfiiUy ehcited from Kathy. The frouble of 'denial', voluntarily displayed by Eve 
even though she could have chosen any other way to discuss the concept of 'honesty' 
(and m fact discusses her 'failures' instead of her sfrengths), provides both the facihtator 
and Eve with clear justification for their presence in the group. It also gives other 
members material that they can respond to and balances the facilitator's power, as the 
next segment expands. 
Segment 2: Members as the experts 
The segment presented next shows how the facilitator-based talk can move into 
member-based talk when other members offer responses to a frouble, and so it is not the 
facilitator's expertise alone that is relevant. Perhaps Susan finds the facilitator's 
response incomplete because she uses Eve's hesitation above (1.44, Segment 1) to 
initiate her own affiliative response. Tums when the members speak from an 'expert' 
position are highlighted in bold type in this segment. 
can I ask? (.) Eve how old is your daughter? 
she's 18 months? 
so this is all still fairly new then, [( ) 
[we:::ll? ye::ah I guess, but not as new (hh) as some ( ) catching up (hhh) 
hhh 
but it is (.) >I mean I suppose the thing with my daughter< is she looks really 
normal like *she's a really cute little baby girl* and I sortof sometimes think about 
that like if I could kindof see something y'know (.) it would be easier to kind of 
know that (.) you know because diere isn't like an::y (.) signs like she's been like 
physically delayed in her development but >that's OK like because I don't have 
other children around to< like that means= 
[yeah 
[that means nothing to me like she's doing all the stuff its just maybe not (.) 
y'know I sortof gave up reading all those books that say that y'know by this time 
they'll be doing this and (.) y'know not that I'd want it to be any different but 
that's why I sometimes think that maybe if I had sortof- if there were other things 
going on that were- y'know that's why its really easy for me to just forget about it 
or just go (hh) y'know oh its all OK but its not? because its the sort of thing *its 
going to catch up at some points so* yeah- that makes it a bit (hard) to y'know [() 
[but its also really mysterious what that kind of facing up to it is? 
ye:ah? 
like what is that? like I really don't know what it is?= 
look ye:ah 
and there's all sorts yeah maybe of expectations about what the proper way to 
(.) deal with something [is 
Trudy: [I think its when you hit the real world I think among- yeah our own family 
and friends its fine but when you get out into the real world and think about 
(.) and schools and you realise well (.) there is a bit more work more effort 
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29 and the differences between your child and another child and I think that's 
30 when it'll sortof hit home ( ) 
31 Eve: ye:ah 
32 Trudy: and they get the same education and rights that other kids have (1.0) in the 
33 mean time they're in your own little environment 
34 Eve: I mean I totally agree with that yes it's a really easy Uttle setting 
(Session 2:10) 
Ffrst Susan (1.1 and 3) attributes some of Eve's frouble to a developmental stage, which 
recontextuahses and normahses it. Alice then proposes a different context for the 
frouble by questioning the vahdity of the idea of coming out of denial or "facing up to 
it" (1.20,22,24), a paraphrase for what Eve has skirted around as "thinkfrig about things 
like that". Her expertise is to question the discourse of adjustment itself Finally Tmdy 
offers an answer to Alice's question, although she does not question the discourse of 
adjustment as Ahce does (1.26-30). Together these responses communicate care and 
concem for Eve, but they also establish that the other group members have thefr own 
expertise to offer. 
The talk in this group therefore reflects Miller and Silverman's (1995) discourse of 
enablement in its dependence on froubles: deferring to an expert is imphcit in the act of 
presenting a frouble to the group just as it is in counselling. Discussing experiences as 
'froubles' may not always be palatable for members, but avoiding them altogether 
would make group participation difficuh. In fact members without sufficient troubles 
they wish to discuss do become less regular group participants in this group: it seems 
that being in the group without sharing your froubles is uiteractionally awkward. Unlike 
counselhng, however, the facilitator's power in this setting is balanced by the 
simultaneous existence of the 'group as expert'. On the face of it the presence of several 
'experts' might increase the loss of agency associated with acknowledging one does not 
know what to do about a frouble, but this seems to be compensated by thefr expressions 
of support and sense of mutuality. These participant interactions will be explored from 
different angles over the next few chapters. 
To summarise, the basic premise presented in this section is that froubles, while rarely 
explicitly requested, bring the group togetiier and form its work, being consistentiy 
evoked by the facilitator and produced by participants. This is also demonsfrated by die 
natures of the facilitator's instiiictions for each activity (Appendix C). As m Miller and 
Silverman's (1995) account of counselling, in this community-based women's group the 
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presence of froubles is a warrant for professional help but in this case the group itself is 
also the 'help', although it is the facilitator's task to elicit the froubles. The froubles talk 
here differs from counselling in that it also provides a warrant for the non-professional 
help from group members. The presence of other group members also affects the 
identities taken up by group participants. 
'Non-client' identities 
An advantage of the concept of 'froubles' for analysing feminist groupwork is that it 
does not reflect specific social work language such as 'problem-focused' or 'coping' 
frameworks, but relates more closely to ordinary conversation. Using the concept of 
'froubles' avoids assuming a professional discourse in analysing the group's talk, and 
therefore reveals what else might be happening that is not part of the facilitator's 
agenda. Recognising how language invites or denies certain identities, this also opens 
the way for members to be seen in diverse ways in this analysis, not just as 'group 
participants'. What emerges from this analysis is that one of the distinctive qualities of 
community-based women's groups is that members can construct non-client identities. 
Participants can avoid being ascribed single, possibly low-status identities such as 
'client' in favour of taking up various identities as their interests direct. 
Looking again at the two segments of group talk above, some non-client identities 
emerge when members first orient to and then dispute the 'adjustment' discourse. This 
discourse makes reference to the psychological tasks involved in understanding the 
implications of having a child with a disability, and in living with these without an 
unsustainable burden of emotional pain. In Segment 1 Eve initially orients to the 
adjustment discourse when she sets about explaining why she does not want to really 
think about the imphcations of her daughter's disability. The facilitator Kathy steps into 
this discourse (evidenced by her use of the term 'ambivalence') but, still speaking 
within it, allows that a mother can make her own decisions about the timing of her 
'adjustment' when she says "(sometunes) the way to manage it is to keep going". 
Despite this softening, the effect of Kathy's counselling style talk is to invoke a chent 
identity for Eve as someone with a frouble that invites remedy by a professional. 
The adjustment discourse continues in Segment 2 with the first response by another 
member, Susan, whose words "so this is fairly new" suggest that the difficulty of 
adjusting (of "not wanting to think about things like that") is linked to the 
125 
developmental stage of the experience. 'Fafrly new' is a term that would not generally 
be used about an 18 month old in a general mothering discourse (about, say, a 
bfrthmark) but is relevant in the adjustment discourse of parenting and disabihty. When 
Eve does not really accept this identity as 'new mother' she also throws the adjustment 
discourse and its imphcations of psychological development and 'client' status into 
dispute. Alice (who is an 'informed participant' and has facilitated women's groups in 
her own right) then more openly critiques the adjustment discourse by asking effectively 
"who says what is the right tune or way?" hence implying that the expert power 
involved is problematic for mothers. Because Eve does not audibly respond at this point 
we do not know what altemative identity this statement has allowed for her, but Ahce 
has constmcted herself as a critical client or service-user, thereby opening up the 
possibility for other members to do likewise. The point here is not that this sort of 
challenge to expert power cannot also come from a facihtator, but that it has a different 
significance when offered by a member. 
Tmdy's answer to Alice's question then shifts from a psychological language to a social 
one, in fact without orienting to the psychological at all. She uses a discourse that 
opposes the public sphere of formal institutions such as schools to the private sphere of 
"our own family and fiiends", seeing the question of adjustment as related to entry into 
that wider world rather than having anything to do with intemal psychological 
processes. The psychological adjustment discourse is missing even as a source of 
discontent, and a new social adjustment discourse is presented which Eve responds to 
and welcomes. In this discourse the identity oriented to is more famihar and a long way 
from that of 'client': it is that of a motiier of a very young child, cosily settled m her 
home, surrounded by family and fiiends. 
This analysis has shown how, in this group settmg, the members create a range of 
identities because their 'froubles talk' is a sufficiently open discourse to choose thefr 
relationship to the frouble. Paradoxically, while froubles are essential to the group they 
are not central to the person, because non-client social identities are also possible. This, 
added to the group's sharing of 'expert' statiis, shows a relatively open and mformal 
type of 'institutional' talk but nonetheless one witii specific pattems related to its 
purpose. These pattems will be fiuther explored in tiiis chapter, starting with how the 
facilitator helps the participant to more clearly define and contextualise her froubles, to 
benefit both the froubles-teller and other participants. 
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Avoiding remedies 
If froubles are undesfred aspects of life and bringing them to an expert is a confession of 
not knowing what to do about them, then one might assume frouble-telling's purpose is 
to seek solutions. However, a solution may be found as much or more in interaction as 
in the content of what is said according to acknowledged counselling and groupwork 
wisdom, and CA gives us an opportunity to interrogate this understanding because it 
focuses on interaction. Existing CA knowledge of froubles talk in both ordinary 
conversation and helping settings indeed finds that 'solutions' are problematic because 
they imply a lesser interactional status for the froubles teller, and that therefore 
resistance to others' remedies (in the form of advice) is normal (Heritage & Sefi, 1992; 
Jefferson & Lee, 1992; Silverman, 1997a). Furthermore, Jefferson and Lee (1992) 
discover that in a range of 'service encounters' (such as ambulance calls) a frouble 
necessarily becomes 'the problem', as it is this problem and its properties rather than the 
froubles-teller's experiences that are the focus. This means that when a solution is 
offered to the problem it is not tailored to the individual froubles-teller but to the 
institutional requirements of the setting. Importantly, it seems that the positions of 
froubles teller and of advice-giver are in competition because they both assume 
interactional dominance (as opposed to their reciprocal froubles-recipient and advice-
recipient positions). If service encounters attempt to overcome this difficulty by making 
affiliative moves these appear to be insincere and presumptuous because they confradict 
the institutional definitions of the situation (for example, an emergency call cenfre 
responding with empathic reflections). Clearly the 'service' a group provides must have 
a different basis to froubles than 'problem identification' if it is to avoid jumping to 
inappropriate solutions. 
Jefferson and Lee also find that froubles tellings in ordinary conversation have thefr 
own difficulties. Being ultimately subordmated to the collaborative requfrements of 
mteraction, the froubles teller must also have 'discourse identities' other than 'froubles 
teller' available to keep the interaction gomg. In other words, the froubles teller must 
always be prepared to retum to 'business as usual' even if thefr froubles telling episode 
is mcomplete. Jefferson and Lee's (1992) conclusion is that any froubles-telling 
envfronment that might bridge these two ahematives of ordmary conversation and 
service encounters must resemble "the archetypal tribal situation (m which) the advice 
giver one is consulting happens also to be a proper froubles recipients (e.g., a fiiend or 
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relative)" (Jefferson & Lee, 1992, p.546). The explicit emancipatory intention of 
community-based feminist groupwork would suggest that the member's experience of a 
frouble is the focus rather than the provision of any particular service to remedy it, and 
that any should remedy come from the participant herself, or perhaps indfrectly from her 
peers m the group. There is an opportunity to examine this group setting for its 
differences and similarities with other service encounters, ordinary conversations, or 
indeed 'archetypal tribal situations'. The following conversational segments show this 
setting's divergence from the type of service encounter identified by Jefferson and Lee 
(1992): the facilitator typically avoids remedies, and when she does give them she is 
resisted, whereas a remedy that is collectively generated by several group participants is 
accepted. 
The issue of remedies can also be approached from the point of view of Miller and 
Silverman's CA study of counselling, in which froubles definitions, froubles remedies, 
and froubles contexts were identified as the three components of froubles talk (Miller & 
Silverman, 1995). In the more interventionist setting of AIDS counselling, advice is 
commonly given and almost as commonly resisted. By confrast the segments below 
show that the facihtator responds with explorations of frouble definitions and contexts, 
but rarely with remedies. 
Segment 3: Trouble redefinition 
This segment demonsfrates the facilitator's role in helping people reflect on froubles 
without leaping to remedies. It shows a response by the facilitator Kathy to a hinted 
frouble, which tentatively formulates a frouble redefinition rather than giving advice or 
remedies. It also shows how an extended exchange between the member, Dianne, and 
the facilitator result in a negotiated 'compromise' redefinition of the trouble. The 
facilitator's tums are shown in bold type. 
1 Kathy: what do you reckon Dianne? 
2 Dianne: well (.) I'm bowing to pressure and I'm looking for a part-time job. oohooh! 
3 (hh) 
4 (): (hhh) 
5 Dianne: well >I sortof thought? well if I find something that I'd like to do< then I wouldn't 
6 mind. 
7 () : that's for- yeah it might be good for you 
8 Dianne: I am feeling a bit (.) um- and that's what I'm thinking- if it is good for me and I 
9 like it (.) then I'll do it (.) I'm sortof looking at something at the moment, um (.) 
10 but I'm not going to go and work just for the sake of it I mean just because people 
11 think I should 
12 Kathy: so its not bowing to pressure 
13 Dianne: [we::ll? 
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14 Kathy: [its coming from inside (.) or ( ) ? 
15 Dianne: uummm? it could be a bit of both I think 
16 Laiurel: you get a bit isolated don't you? 
(Session 3:23) 
Kathy's initial question (1.1) relates to an activity that requests reflection on "one thing 
you could do to pay attention to 'the whole you'". Dianne's answer actually confradicts 
the request by confessing she is looking for a job not for herself but for others, and her 
laughter attempts to mitigate this (1.2). Both in ordinary conversation and in this group, 
froubles recipients commonly express concem for the feelings and perceptions of the 
froubles-teller. At a minimum, the response to froubles generally supports the member's 
effort by showing it has been listened to and appreciated, fri this instance an affiliative 
response is first given by other participants, in the laughter (1.4) that matches Dianne's 
own, and in the agreement "yeh it might be good for you" (1.7). Although this froubles 
talk does not get a remedy from the facilitator, it does requfre a response, especially 
from the facilitator who has requested it. Here the facilitator offers a redefinition that 
reads into Dianne's explanation greater personal agency than she is acknowledging, and 
so attempts to move her back to a focus on her own wishes (the purpose of the activity) 
(1.10-11). Kathy is offering a reflection (to use a counselling term) which attempts to 
sum up what has been said economically and accurately, reading between the lines and 
leading into an area of the topic that she, the facilitator, favours. This particular 
reflection is a redefinition that offers a comment on the apparent confradiction in 
Dianne's two statements (1.8-9 compared to 1.2). It is offered in the spirit of a question, 
as the fiuther a reflective response moves from what has been literally said, the more 
tentative it typically becomes in social work counselling. In conversation analysis this 
type of reflection most closely equates to a formulation: "following the exposition (of 
the frouble) we recurrently find a series in which the froubles-recipient exhibits 
affihation (with an expression of 'empathy' or an affihative formulation). The froubles-
tellers subsequent talk appears to be produced specifically m response to that exhibited 
affihation (Jefferson, 1988, p.428). 
By providing formulations the facilitator not only shows she has understood the frouble, 
she also implicitly asks a fiuther question and so encourages the exploration of the 
frouble's definition or context. Here she is questioning Dianne's positioning of the 
frouble as a personal weakening in the face of pressure, by reframing it as a choice. The 
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sfrong preference for avoiding giving remedies is reinforced by the following instance 
when the facihtator does give a remedy, but is resisted. 
Segment 4: A facilitator's remedy is resisted 
The following conversation is part of a discussion in the final session about the 
emotional pam of mothering that comes with thefr child engaging with the social world. 
This discussion has arisen from an activity looking at fransitional episodes, and follows 
on from a story presented by Susan about the daily difficulty of seeing her child at pre-
school (see Segment 7). The facilitator's remedy (to see children's difficulties with 
friends as 'normal'), and Alice's resistance to it, are shown in bold type. 
1 Alice: *its ve:ry hard, I had one (.) Uttle* (.) just at the park and ( ) >this Uttle girl who 
2 I'd really quite liked and had always seemed t'be reaUy nice to Sam just said to 
3 her mother really loud< I DONT LIKE play(hh)ing with Sam. and it was just like? 
4 (.2) this ve::rv 
5 (): mm 
6 Yasmin: or a child- a fiiend of mine whose Utde girl (.) has a little sister (.) and when 
7 Simon was a little bit younger (.) uum >they were in the house with me, mum and 
8 dad weren't anywhere nearbv< and the older girl tums to the yoimger one and said 
9 * ((tsk)) you know, the poor little thing's got Down's syndrome?* (.) just like that, 
10 liked she'd heard mum say? 
11 Alice: yep. the poor little tlii(hh)ng's got Down's [synd(hh)rome(hh)! 
12 Yasmin: [AND I DIDN'T SAY ANYTHING and maybe the silence was what- and she said 
13 (.) he has got Down svndrome hasn't hChhk? like it was sort of like-
14 (Alice): (HH) 
15 Yasmin: and I said yes he does, but it was sortof like it was just her mother= 
16 Kathy: =yes 
17 Yasmin: the way her mother spoke= 
18 Kathy: =yes 
19 Yasmin: and it was just I'm going to tell you (.) you know what 
20 Alice: I think for me its that sense that this is a continuing thing? that= 
21 Kathy: =yes 
22 Alice: it's not an isolated.= 
23 (): =no 
24 Kathy: because with your older children you both would have experienced the same 
25 [things 
26 Alice: [yeh 
27 Kathy: y'know = 
28 Alice: [no. eh-
29 Kathy: [friendships y'know >I don't want to be your friend any more< but its the 
30 sense that that he's (.) going to have this battle (.) I suppose= 
31 Yasmin: =or >don't touch that< its (hh) (.) you know fiiends? (.) or something? 
32 (): yeh 
33 Alice: yeh yeh it's it's that it's not. (.) the same as *with that (.2) thing*^  
34 () : yeah 
35 Kathy: its not the same no its different (.5) *bu-* 
Session 6:10 
Kathy is attempting to normalise this very painful experience, even drawing on her own 
mothering experience with mimicry of the child's voice (1.24-5, 29-30). She appears too 
have misread Alice's reference to these events not being isolated, and attempts to hnk 
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them with experiences of mothering in general. Alice starts to agree with her (1.26), then 
quickly changes to open disagreement (1.28) when she reahses the course Kathy's 
statement is taking. CA tells us that an exphcit disagreement with another person's 
'assessment', being interactionally awkward, is unusual in ordinary conversation, and 
disagreement is much more commonly expressed indfrectly through delays, repeats, 
hesitations, questions or even weak agreements (Pomerantz, 1984). Such open 
disagreement as Alice shows here, especially involvmg the facilitator, is similarly a rare 
instance in this group. Alice goes on to mstruct Kathy very clearly that 'its not the 
same', and Kathy quickly agrees, although she frails off somewhat awkwardly. Whether 
it is the offering of such an overt remedy, Kathy's inappropriate use of personal 
experience as a remedy, or the combination of both, is unclear from this example. 
However, what is clear is that attempts to remedy froubles by normahsing them need to 
be done differently, and the analysis of second stories in Chapter 6 will retum to this 
theme. 
Remedies delivered by the facilitator are consistently dispreferred in this group, being 
mainly assiduously avoided, or in this instance when attempted, sfrongly resisted. Apart 
from the interactional awkwardness produced by remedies, it may be that some other 
purpose is served by telling the trouble then receiving a remedy for it (such as 
displaying it for the group, as a 'good' group member), or that a remedy is disguised 
within defining and contextualising activities. With several other potential froubles 
tellers present, common froubles can indeed be re-contextualised, re-defined and 
remedied simply by hearing about how others manage it: they can be coUectivised 
rather than individualised. 
Segment 5: A collective trouble remedy 
The following exfract appears shortly after the formal exchanges initiated by the 
facilitator in Segment 1 and the member-based talk of Segment 2. It shows how 
member-based interaction about a frouble can become a shared froubles telling, and can 
move on to collective remedying. In this conversation the frouble is Susan's perceived 
failure to adjust to having a child with a disabihty (admitted by Susan when she makes 
reference to a previous comment by Alice m Segment 2, Ime 20). The remedy is in fact 
to recontextualise it, seeing it instead as managing the universal human condition of 
lack of confrol over the fiiture. Bold type indicates the infroduction and conclusion of 
this collective remedy. Between these two sets of utterances are a development of the 
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froubles context by Alice and Laurel, followed by a shift away from the topic by 
Yasmin, before a retum to the recontextuahsation by Eve, with the facilitator's 
encouragement. 
1 Yasmin: y'know I think the one thing that tiiey don't teU you about being a parent (hh) is 
2 that >you'U never have a worry-free moment< again? 
3 Q: [mm 
4 Yasmin: [because for the first time there's someone whose life is- is far more in:q>ortant to 
5 you than your own. 
6 Susan: gee that's interesting isnt it? I tried to grapple with that when Uke AUce saying 
7 what is it that we try to grapple with y'know? that's one of the tilings its like I 
8 agree with you with Josh (.) and (as soon as Maria and Abigail are) focusing on 
9 Josh (.) the thing is he has a wonderful Ufe? he's loved, so why does it hurt so 
10 much? 
11 (Kathy): (whats) the pain? 
12 (): yeah 
13 Susan: I can't understand why it hurts [so much? 
14 Laurel: [(it upsets) your ideas as to what your child will get out of Ufe. (.) your whole 
15 life is turned upside down? really? and its nothing you can control? I think 
16 that's what is hard? that's what we found hard with Kim. giving up- Uke you 
17 have control, and then all of a sudden you don't? its there ( ) and you've got 
18 no control 
19 Alice: I think yeah 
20 Laurel: diat's what it is? 
21 Alice: but its ahnost like we actually live with an iUusion of control [until= 
22 Laurel: [thats right 
23 Alice: and everyone has some experience [in life= 
24 Laurel: [that right everyone has 
25 Alice: that knocks that away whether it's their own illness or something else that we Uve 
26 that (.) that illusion is so much how we [operate 
27 Laurel: [we start off with narrow vision and all of a sudden its broadened and you're glad 
28 for everything else not just for *what you had* (1.0) 
29 Yasmin: yeah well people often comment what nice manners Simon has ((Yasmin has a 
30 long tum about her son's positive qualities)) 
31 
32 
33 he's just a delight he's reaUy a gorgeous kid 
34 (5.0) 
35 AUce: ((to Kathy)) do you want to do yours? (hh) 
36 Kathy: well I wasn't sure whether we're finished cos you know () 
37 (2.0) 
38 Eve: yeah I mean >I agree with all that stuff too< 1 mean my daughter is so happy and I 
39 mean I wouldn't- I think she's really lucky to have Jason and me as(hh)her 
40 parents (hh) = 
41 Kathy: she is 
42 Eve: because-= 
43 Kathy: she is 
44 Eve: we're really good parents= 
45 Kathy: she is 
46 Eve: um and y'know and we just adore her (.) and I suppose y'know my fear I guess is 
47 about (.) >it doesn't really hit me a lot but< its only kindof every now and then 
48 about (.) that sortof stuff about >y'know what she might miss out on< and stuff or 
49 you know (.) but >then at the same time I think? we'U overcome all that sortof 
50 stuff anyway?< 
51 Laurel: yeah() 
52 Eve: I mean we'll always be there to= 
53 Laurel: ( ) because its in the future and you don't know how you're going to handle it 
54 without having to worry about how they're going to handle it too 
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55 Eve: and I have thought about that sometimes? and then I think weU? y'know *I 
56 (might be) feeUng sorry for myself* we:ll Uke she's the one that's got to Uve 
57 [with it (hhh) 
58 Laurel: [yes that's right that's right 
59 Eve: anyway 
60 Laurel: you've just got to provide. 
61 (): () 
62 AUce: that's the thing you've just got (hh) to- YOU'VE just got to provide! (HH) 
(Session 2:11-12) 
The collective 'remedy' is for members to tum the 'frauma of dashed expectations' that 
parents of children with a disability experience (Landsman, 1998) into an experience of 
fransendence above the illusions of everyday life, and is less a remedy than a 
recontextuahsation. When Yasmin infroduces the topic of constant parental 
responsibility (1.1-5), Susan uses this to retum to the previous topic of 'adjustment' and 
Alice's question about 'facing up to it' (see Segment 2 above). While Kathy responds 
with a reflection that shows Susan she is hstening. Laurel quickly steps in (1. 14) and 
thereafter the talk becomes member-based. Alice agrees with Laurel that the frauma is 
primarily one of lack of confrol rather than an)^hing else (1.19 onwards). After a 
diversion from Yasmin and redirection from Kathy, Eve, whose frouble has occasioned 
this delicate talk at the outset, retums to the topic (1.38). She states agreement with thefr 
more 'distanced' and positive view, but out of that recontextuahsation is also able to 
state her fear of the fiiture for both herself and her daughter. The collective sense 
created between Laurel and Eve is that life is a mystery and inevitably painfiil at times, 
and that all one can do is look after the patch one is given without sfraining to 
understand the past or confrol the fiiture. This shared remedy in recontextuahsation is 
clearly unportant for Eve's deep and delicate frouble. However, the collective 'remedy' 
does not mean all difference is avoided, evidenced when Alice responds ironically to 
Laurel's summing up injunction to 'just provide' (1.60), seeing that not as a comfort but 
rather as a relentless demand (1.62). 
This talk orients to the 'frauma' of having a child with a disabihty, although not within 
the adjustment discourse previously discussed. Instead the discourse is philosophical, 
even spiritual. Gone is the reference to developmental stages and the sense of personal 
failure at not measuring up to them. Instead there is open acknowledgment of pam, 
confiision and revelation. The focus shifts from particular emotional pain for the child to 
the universal human experience of lack of confrol, even occasioning wry humour at the 
overwhehning sense of responsibility for their children's lives. The participation of 
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various members creates a conversation that is in many of its interactional pattems 
'ordmary', rather than stmctured by a formal tum-taking sequence or by asymmetiical 
relationships. However, the subject matter is very 'dehcate' in the CA sense of requfrmg 
an mdfrect approach (Pomerantz, 1984). Even while addressmg thefr remarks to the 
froubles teller, the participants are speaking about themselves from the position of'we', 
so that the remedy is apparently as much for themselves as for each other. This avoids 
disempowering the froubles teller by making her the recipient of an individual remedy 
that might unply that she alone experiences this difficulty. 
Sharing common froubles is cmcial to the feminist groupwork purpose of extemahsmg 
personal difficulties (as outlmed in Chapter 2). Further, because of the emphasis on 
serving each other (see Chapter 6), having froubles m this particular group context is not 
necessarily something that needs correcting, or lowers interactional status: it can simply 
be regarded as providing a group resource that offers opportunities to other members to 
refiect on their own froubles. 
Facilitator and participant roles in group troubles talk 
The characteristic approach to froubles in this group appears to move between the two 
poles of froubles talk in ordinary conversation and in the counselling talk studied by 
Miller and Silverman (1995). In ordinary conversation, froubles are attended to while 
remaining subordinate to the conversational context: the interactions become more 
intimate to deal with the frouble, and then revert to a more distant relationship 
(Jefferson, 1988). In emancipatory practice froubles need to be told and 'worked with' 
to change the relationship of the teller to their frouble, yet without the teller losing 
interactional status. For these group participants the combination of attending to one's 
own froubles and attending to others in their troubles, requfres a particular interaction 
that combines the reciprocity and spontaneity of ordinary conversation and the focus on 
troubles shown in counselling. The facilitator must orchesfrate this interaction using the 
resources of the group members. S/he can support a froubles-teller by demonstrating 
listening and understandmg but the facilitator's role in community-based feminist 
groupwork is also to provide the formats within which members can do this for each 
other. The group members and facilitator perform different fimctions but together they 
constmct defmitions, contexts, and occasionally remedies, for the troubles that are told. 
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fri summary, participants in community-based women's groups avoid some of the 
interactional difficulties identified in Silverman's (1997) study of counselhng froubles 
talk. They can acceptably discuss froubles rather than 'problems', and avoid developing 
client identities as they are not generally recipients of overt froubles remedies and have 
a range of social identities to choose from. Thefr interactive agency is increased through 
thefr shared expertise, choice of identities and access to support without unwelcome 
remedies. This group setting creates not only interactions but also additional language 
resources that provide choices about how 'froubles' will be engaged with. I will now 
consider some of the language resources infroduced by the facilitator. 
LANGUAGE RESOURCES 
"...participants do not build reality from scratch, from the ground up. as it 
were, on each and every interpretive occasion. Rather, the interpretive work 
relies upon substantive resources for assigning meaning" (Gubrium & Holstein. 
1997 pi 68-9) 
Part of the inevitable influence of the facilitator is in the interpretive, or language, 
resources she brings into the group. Institutional settings provide their own recognisable 
characteristic local culture, composed of vocabularies, orientations, categories and so 
on. Some language resources are infroduced into a group prior even to the first session, 
in advertisements for participants and discussions with them when they make inquiries. 
These resources reflect the assumptions and wishes of the facilitator, and so are likely to 
re-emerge as significant contexts for the group's froubles talk. As is usual in this area of 
practice, a great deal of care was taken with the wording of the advertisement and 
choice of activities for this reason. As the group unfolds, each interaction brings fiirther 
opportunities to infroduce, reinforce or avoid other language resources. The main 
language resources I identify here are social identities, discourses, and topics. 
Social identities 
The issue of identities has afready been discussed in the context of interactive agency in 
froubles talk, where I have argued tiiat multiple and m particular non-client identities are 
possible in this group setting because the interactions are not usually defined by a 
'problem-expert' dynamic. This groupwork context exphcitly recmited members with 
one significant social identity in common, but allowed others to emerge. As I argued in 
Chapter 2, the identities relevant in this study are those that are socially constmcted m 
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each particular mteraction, but this process began even before the group commenced, m 
the advertisement (see Chapter 3). Given the wordmg of this mvitation it would be 
expected that members, excludmg tiie facilitator, would rely upon a shared 
identification as 'motiiers of children with a disability', and might regard it as a hkely 
preferred identity m the group. The advertisement also described a workshop with 
various forms of participation and a facilitator, tiiereby making exphcit the social and 
mstitutional identities of group member and 'expert' as facihtator (rather than as, for 
example, 'disability social worker'). These then become language resources which 
would be expected to be taken up as preferred. However, references to 'head and heart' 
and 'fim and serious', also unply multiple ways to be a mother of a child with a 
disability, and avoid the suggestion of a one-dunensional problem-solving approach. 
The expectation of both commonality and difference is also discemible in the 
advertisement's wording describing the group as "of people with both common and 
unique experiences". The recognition of individual variations leaves the way open for 
other identities to be made relevant in the group and I will retum to this phenomenon of 
social identity constmction in the next chapter. 
Discourses of enablement 
I am using the term 'discourses' here to mean those usual pattems of interpretation and 
interaction in a setting which members orient to, including vocabularies, categories, 
theories, and concems (Silverman, 1997a). Institutional discourses such as these provide 
stmctures within which participants pursue their own particular interests (Miller & 
Silverman, 1995). As has been mentioned in the mfroduction to this chapter, 'troubles' 
are imphed in any discourse of enablement, and although no specific mention is made 
of froubles in the title "Looking After Ourselves, Looking After Others", it evokes them 
in the implied tension between looking after oneself and looking after others. The 
advertisement made several other discourses available to the group in a similarly 
embryonic way. These included discourses of motherhood, self-development, and 
disability. These discourses constmct froubles in multiple and sometimes contradictory 
ways, as socially constmcted and therefore as normative for that group, yet as able to be 
faced and even transcended by them. 
In the language of the weekly topics and the infroductions to activities (see Chapter 3, 
Figure 5) there were other, sometimes confradictory, resources provided to the group. 
Some terms used have psychological origins (self, fransitions) and some have 
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sociological ones (support, motherhood expectations). Some are cognitive (goals, 
confract) and some relate to emotions (hopes, fears, and stmggles). Some concepts 
arguably have spiritual origins (symbols, mandorlas), although social work practice is 
rarely explicit about this aspect of its work. More details of the activities and thefr 
infroductory discourses are also available in Appendix C that provides a hst of the 
facilitator's initial instructions for each activity. This group's discourse of enablement 
can therefore be seen to be quite open, with each given discourse weakened in its power 
to dominate by its juxtaposition with others. This discourse of enablement, unlike that 
identified by Miller and Silverman (1995), is not all froubles talk: it also includes 
celebratory and humorous talk, and 'hails' the spiritual, creative, fim-seeking parts of 
selves as much as the troubled aspects. Modem views of development and self sit beside 
postmodem ones of deconstmction and multiple selves. Although this is confradictory, 
it is also compatible with poststmctural feminist practice to encourage movement 
between different versions of reality, and it has long been social work's habit to pluck 
usefiil ideas from diverse frameworks. 
These discourses the facilitator uses indicate what is immediately acceptable for the 
group members to use. Group participants can also uifroduce discourses, but their 
successfiil take-up in the group is less certain. One group of discourses infroduced by 
the participants is disability discourses. The activities chosen by the facilitator could 
have been used with any group of mothers because they are not disability-focused, 
being deliberately designed to embrace participants' differences by avoiding importing 
concepts of disability. Paradoxically, this communicated a 'normalisation' discourse as 
well as a feminist view of difference. The facilitator mentions disability in a very open 
way. The 'disability story' each member has was not elicited at the outset, which several 
participants commented on missing (see Chapter 8). However this meant that their 
identities as other than a mother of a child with a disability were valued, and less 
dominated by the identity of mother of a child with a disability than we might expect in 
a context ostensibly focused on mothering disabled children. Mothers of a child with a 
disability using a service (this group) as such a mother might expect to be given only 
this identity, but a community-based feminist approach avoids unposing one identity 
and especially one potentially associated with a 'chent' status, preferring to allow the 
members to be self-defining. In this sense the group is not like the service encounters 
described by Jefferson and Lee (1992), in which the focus is ahnost exclusively on the 
'problem' and how to fix it. It is more like ordinary conversation in which froubles talk 
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focuses on the froubles teller and their experiences, and fulfills its collaborative 
interactional obhgations as part of the conversation. The following two segments show 
aspects of this group's discourse of enablement. 
Segment 6: The topicality of the rights discourse 
Members, then, largely provide the disability discourses that exist in the group. The 
very ffrst conversation in the group addresses the question of what language will be 
used, as both members and facilitator attend to the dehcate nature of this question. This 
conversation begins with a direct reference to the common identity of 'mother' requfred 
for the group, and perhaps the preferred identity of 'mother of a child with a disabihty' 
for all group participants. The facilitator also orients to this preferred identity by 
accounting for herself not fitting the identity, showing herself to be not an 'expert' on 
experiences of disability, but at the same time dfrecting and closing the discussion in a 
way that shows she is an 'expert' in relation to the group's facilitation. 
1 Yasmm: *can I ask do you have children?* 
2 Kathy: ye:s I do I have two children 
3 Yasmin: *you can stay then* 
4 ((group laughter)) 
5 Kathy: yes I imderstand where that question's coming from (.2) but my children don't (.) 
6 have disabilities (.) well (.) not anythmg obvious or YET Y'(hh)KNOW >I mean 
7 we all have< (.2) that's part of the thing isn't it? it's like you put this (.2) name on 
8 it (.) but that's really just (.2) one aspect of (.) >this whole diversity of this child?< 
9 too? you think >well gee there's lots I could talk about with my children and the 
10 challenges and the things that they give me< and I (.) and ah and my own? (.) 
11 disabilit(hh)ies if you like (.) or or y'know inabilities to deal with something so (.) 
12 yeah I-1 guess we'll struggle a bit with that (.) language I [[might= 
13 Eve: =yeah I- >I guess I have real issues with the lang;uage< like I don't (.) y'know 
14 >consider that my daughter has a disability< (I mean) she's certainly got [issue:s 
15 (): [yeah, yeah 
16 Eve: I just think that- that disability (.) yeh is about y'know not being able to do things 
17 and >I mean there's always things that< (.) y'know like (.) anybody can notdo= 
18 Kathy: =yes 
19 Eve: I would rather not talk about that 
20 Kathy: [yeh. 
21 Eve: [>in terms of my daughter, or m terms of something being wrong with her (if 
22 someone) kinda said those things oh well she can't do something there's 
23 something wrong with her< (.) well I don't think there's something wrong ( with 
24 her) I think that's its just the way it is 
25 Kathy: yeah 
26 Dianne: *I guess I ( ) my son's occupational therapist said y'know its just something 
27 you've got to do (.) because of things like funding and um medical things* ( ) and 
28 I found most people don't really um (.) dwell on those aspects too which is really 
29 good *when you're out there trying to get help* 
30 Kathy: and I s'pose Dianne (.) having a group like this we don't actually get to focus it 
31 without using some kind of language? either (hh)? 
32 (): (HHH) 
33 (Kathy): we need a language 
34 Eve: yeh and >I know that we've gotta use it like for ( ) y'know like there's the 
35 disability allowance and ( ) I mean I do obviously up to a certain point< (hh) (.) I 
36 just think in my own thinking? (.) [I don't think like that? 
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37 Kathy: [yeah yeah (.5) and- and so the way that I-1 was thinking about the group was Uke 
38 that too (.) y'know (run) the group and see what happens (.) see what happens 
(Session 1:1) 
The facilitator Kathy problematises the 'naming' of disabihty and therefore any 
predetermined disabihty discourse (1.5-12). Eve takes up the mvitation to make a topic 
of this question of disabihty language with a clear statement of its problems (1.13 
onwards), but Dianne argues for some disability language as a convenience (1.26-29), 
which Kathy opportunistically agrees with (1.30 onwards). When Eve concedes this 
(1.34-36), the sense of apparent affihation sets aside the problem and allows Kathy to 
close the topic. 
As tune goes on, there are other disability discourses identifiable in the group's 
subsequent talk. Using the 'disabihty rights' discourse mothers discuss thefr decisions 
and actions in terms of their children's right to have ordinary experiences. Competing 
with this at times is the 'disability care' discourse that supports people with a disability 
to have their particular needs met with specialist services. 
Segment 7: Mothering beyond discourse 
In this segment the familiar 'rights' discourse is present but challenged by an embryonic 
discourse of the rights of the mother of a child with a disability. This exfract occurs in 
the group's final session and refers to a story Susan has told about the emotional pain of 
watching her child be rejected by other children at a mainsfream pre-school. The 
challenge and its rebuff are shown in bold type. 
1 Dianne: yeh it was interesting Susan becaxise when you were saying about just how you 
2 felt when you were at the kindy and I just thought God if that was me I wouldn't 
3 have gone back! (hh) (.) I would have just (.) taken him away and just not- not 
4 ever gone there again, isn't it terrible 
5 Susan: I suppose in a way it was good because I had a real connection with the place 
6 because Maria and Abigail both went there (.) and I'd cried lots of times leaving 
7 there because when Josh was bor::n Abigail was at pre-school so I used to have to 
8 go every da::y?! 
9 (): yeh 
10 Stisan: and I used to have to- you know (.) and >its the worst and the best thing that ever 
11 happened< because it made me be out the:re because there were- the other thing 
12 was there was another lady who was pregnant who had a baby a week before Josh 
13 (.) so I used to see her all the time? with her baby? and you know watch what he 
14 was domg as he was growing up and it was really AWFUL but (.) its better than-
15 I'm so glad because otherwise I probably would have stayed at home and been 
16 really unsure about going out? you know like? (.) having to go out and do things 
17 and be with kids and stuff I think was actually an advantage? *that first year 
18 anyway?* 
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19 Dianne: *I mean at the time you didn't think maybe there's somewhere better for him 
20 or* 
21 Susan: *somewhere better?* 
22 Dianne: yeh 
23 Susan: [oo:::hh no 
24 Dianne: [somewhere he might have been a bit better [or something? ( ) 
25 Susan: [no it was (great) no no I believe passionately in going to the local kindy 
26 Dianne: OK 
27 Susan: ( ) to know that that like-and hke yeh I defini-yeh 
28 Kathy: and what you're saying too is [it wasn't his issue 
29 Susan: no it [wasn't him it was me 
30 Kathy: so he was fine 
31 Susan: he's fine- he's always been quite good there? and quite happy? and I siqjpose its 
32 like you cant avoid it- like he has to be with other people and I have to (.) deal 
33 with him bemg with other people- like you're saying of getting that (.) that 
34 relationship issue which is a huge issue for people with a disabihty um I -I have 
35 to- yeh 
36 Alice: but there is a thing- like its always been easier for me (.) with Sam at childcare in 
37 that sense because there because there is that age range? whereas kindy is very 
38 clear that these are children the same age that should be doi(hh)ng the same- the 
39 same things or something? its sortof-
(Session 6:10-11) 
Dianne is clearly puzzled by Susan's choice to send her son to a local 'kindy' when it 
has been a daily emotional confrontation seeing him with the other children there (1.1-
4). However Susan is speaking from a rights discourse and is assuming that others are 
also in this discourse, or at least will recognise it. Dianne is a much newer mother for 
whom the 'disability' diagnosis is very recent, and she clearly does not orient to this 
discourse. This eventually becomes clear to Susan when Dianne quizzes her again about 
something that to Susan is self-evident (1.19 onwards), Susan stumbles on the difficulty 
of articulating to Dianne her passionate belief about her child's rights, and Kathy steps 
in to identify a source of the confusion as the confradiction between one's child's needs 
and one's own (1.28,30). The rights discourse focuses on the child's access to a fidl hfe, 
but what Susan has implied is that this may be at the expense of the mother's emotional 
well-being. After Kathy has started to name these two competing needs Susan 
approaches this confradiction more dfrectly (1.31-35). When she struggles to define the 
emotional task of managing "that relationship issue", Alice supports her with an account 
of her own experience which serves to appreciate the difficulties inherent in Susan's 
experience of daily seeing "children the same age that should be doing the same things" 
(1.36-39). 
While Dianne has now been infroduced to the 'rights' discourse, the experience of the 
mother that she has spoken from and Susan has alluded to remains without a discourse. 
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Given that the only dominant discourse available to name that would have been that of 
'psychological adjustment' or of 'women's rights', this is not surprising. The first of 
these has afready been discussed as tainted by its associated 'professional/chent' 
identities. Any generally recognisable feminist discourse, on the other hand, captures 
the mother's rights but not the confradictions of exercismg these within mothesrhood. 
These tensions have only comparatively recently been more widely recognised within 
feminist writing, and it seems no such clear discourse was available to this group 
despite its purpose being to address exactly this tension. In fact this supports the 
proposition that part of the group's work was to experiment with such discourses in the 
semi-private space of the community-based group, an argument that is developed in 
Chapters 8 and 9. 
Another slightly less embryonic discourse competing with that of psychological 
adjustment in the group is the 'quest' discourse, where mothers of children with a 
disability come to positively embrace the lifelong change to their lives without 
martyrdom although with some pain (this has been infroduced in Chapter 2). The quest 
discourse is present for example in Segment 5 lines 27-28 above, when Laurel says "we 
start off with narrow vision and all of a sudden its broadened and you're glad for 
everything else not just for what you had". This confrasts with the professional 
discourse of 'adjustment' where the mothers are implicitly expected to enter a grieving 
process but to then behave 'normally' after a decent interval. 
A discourse analysis of this group would have been a different project, but identifying 
major discourses as part of the talk is important to understanding the interaction. Other 
studies have thoroughly explored the range and sources of various discourses of 
disability, but the purpose here has been to recognise the part that such discourses play 
in the group's talk as a whole. 
Topics and troubles 
Another language resource provided by the settmg is the range of topics, described m 
the section on discourses of enablement above. It has been observed in other feminist 
consciousness-raising groups that there is movement between the given 'topic' and the 
discussions of the members' 'crises' (which somewhat equate to the 'froubles' 
described in this study), and that "few could or wanted to stick to a topic if a member 
was falling apart, yet crises were seldom so clarifying or contmuous as entfrely to 
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obviate the need for other focus" (MacKinnon, 1989, p.85). Rather than assume this, 
however, the present analysis uses CA knowledge to investigate whether and how the 
movement between topic and froubles exists, fri CA terms 'topic' is freated cautiously as 
a language resource because it is easy to assume that topics do the work that is actually 
achieved interactionally. To explore the most fiiiitful topics for a group such as this 
would therefore be a different project altogether. Talking on the topic is not the same as 
talkfrig topically, that is, showing that you are orienting to the current talk-in-mteraction 
(Sacks, 1992a). CA studies have identified both a preference by conversational 
participants for staymg with a topic rather than risking changing it, and separately, that 
froubles are a rich and generative topic in ordinary conversation that are often chosen 
over milder, more general topics, (Sacks, 1992b). 
In this group the participants are encouraged to locate and define thefr froubles in terms 
of a group activity, a facilitation approach characteristic of community-based women's 
groups. The facilitator's choice of activity (including its topic) is based on theoretical 
frameworks, practice experience, and previous research, adapted to the particular 
requirements of this group (McDermott, 2002). In various ways depending on the 
activity (see Appendix C), participants are invited to engage in a process of individual 
reflection about their situation or themselves, then to give an account to the group. The 
activity provides a topic (such as sfrengths, supports, or motherhood ideologies) other 
than troubles to talk about, so that the participants need not present themselves as 
froubled at all. Segment 1 in this chapter has afready shown how the 'strength cards' 
produced a format for Eve to talk about her difficulty in 'facing up to' her daughter's 
disability, even though there was no specific request for a troubles-telling. In the 
following segment we can see two participant's answers to the support map activity, one 
that is not a froubles telling and one that is. 
Segment 8: Topic as foreground or background 
The participants have constructed a diagram representmg their mam supports and what 
has changed about those since having their child, and are now taking tums to explam 
thefr diagram to the group. These are extended tums because of the nature of the talk. 
Two full tums are reported to show that Tmdy's account is on the topic but is not a 
frouble, while Eve's account is both on the topic and a froubles telling, and that both are 
in fact 'topical' in the CA sense. 
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1 Kathy: OK so who wants to go next ( ) 
2 Trudy: ( ) I thmk I'm the only one (hh) 
3 ((lots of overlapping talk and laughter)) 
4 KLathy: oh no Eve hasn't Eve has to go () okay you go 
5 Trudy: um I guess um my biggest support comes from William (.) we're just so used to 
6 each oth(hh)er (.) its such a long time I've been hang(ing) around with (hh)him 
7 ((group laughter)) 
8 Trudy: um (.) before being a mother (.) fiiends were this many ((shows with hands)) (.) 
9 after this many ((same gesture)) same people (.) didn't have a problem >oh yeh got 
10 Down syndrome what's that mean? oh fine< (.) nothing else changed with that (.) 
11 when I was working I knew heaps more people firom work but when you leave 
12 work you don't really (.2) what do you talk about except work ( ) those people um 
13 (.) society and services huge now (.) all the Uttle things you go to you know >tiie 
14 physio the occupational therapist the hearing test doctor< ergh! ( ) um? (.5) and 
15 that's about it? (.) I guess when we moved to Radston my Minn and Dad moved 
16 back firom the coast where they retired so they're close to us which is really good 
17 just to have someone to say >will you take Eliza for a while so I can just do< (.) 
18 stuff without a baby for a while (.3) but um (.) I don't know? I haven't um (.4) 
19 because she still looks so much like a baby even though she's 14 months (.) people 
20 are surprised when they ask how old is she? and go oohhh! cos she's still looks 
21 like a baby does a lot of ga! noises and stuff so (8.0) 
22 Eve: *you've just said what I wanted to say* I've got Jason Jason Jason as my (.) big 
23 support (hhh) and (.) you know like my partner's the full-time carer of our child so 
24 (.) he's just fantastic I (.) um (.) probably let him do that you know? like when I'm 
25 ( ) >its morning tea its afternoon- and what's she going to be having? and all of 
26 that< and I've kindof been really guilty of letting him do that- I mean I work so he 
27 (.) but (.) and all of that so apart from like all of those other things he's just been a 
28 really good support through all of this? yea:h and I'm the same sort of thing we've 
29 been together for a long time and (.) this is our child and we just adore it and he 
30 just adore:s her ( ) (.) so that hasn't changed he was my best support prior to 
31 having the baby so now that's the same, you know (.) um? unfortunately my 
32 family lives way down south, which is a real bummer because they're a great 
33 support on the phone (hh) but its not like- and I'd really lovedih) to have my mum 
34 here dearly to= 
35 (): =babysitting 
36 Eve: oh yeh! because she's that sort of grandmother like we have (.) Jason's parents 
37 who live (.) you know a few hours away but they're not sort of (.) I mean they've 
38 only been down a couple of times and I know if that was my mum she'd be down 
39 every couple of weeks, or Fd be up there (.) I mean I don't have any feelings to 
40 want to drive up there *its only a few hours but (.) so we don't go*- so that's a bit 
41 of a shame um (.3) we have some really good fiiends? I think that we certainly 
42 went through a period of knowing who our real fiiends were when our daughter 
43 was a bom a lot of people did sortof go ( ) or you know just don't know how to 
44 react >what do we say or what do we do?< sort of thing so you know- but reaUy 
45 like I mean oiu- fiiends are our fiiends- most of our good fiiends have been 
46 particularly supportive and that's really nice- >one of my really close fiiends ( ) so 
47 that was a shame< but yes so I guess all of that ((indicates part of diagram)) has 
48 opened up family and childhood services and paediatricians and oh Centrelink I 
49 wrote here-
50 Alice: (hhh) 
51 Eve: you know better than a kick in the bxun I guess 
52 (): HHhh 
53 Eve: uu:mmm? and I think what has changed for me since the birth of my chi:ld or you 
54 know sortof (.3) is actually about looking after myself? you know because I get 
55 sortof shitty days sometimes? and feel I can't actually feel like that? because I 
56 don't want to feel like that around my daughter? So its about (.4) I've started 
57 having massages and going to Tai (hh) Chi cla(hh)sses and like I'm just trying to 
58 feel good hke I don't want to be (.) I guess I'qj just trying to find some sort of 
59 sense of well-being (but can mean) y'know (hh) 
60 Kathy: keeping the balance 
(Session 5:14) 
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While Tmdy tells of changes that could be froubles (needing a break from the baby, 
losing fiiends from work, running around to various services), they do not become 
froubles-tellings. On the other hand Eve uses the same exercise to tell the group about a 
number of changes m her world, which are problematic for her. Kathy also orients to 
her talk as a frouble when she provides a probmg formulation about 'keepmg the 
balance', and in talk not shown Eve continues to expand on this last challenge of caring 
for herself, which is after all highly relevant to the topic of the whole group. The point 
in presenting this segment is not to speculate on these differences in personal style, but 
to see that individuals are able to choose thefr approach within this type of group 
format. 
What emerges in this analysis is not only the mevitable presence of froubles but also the 
opportunity to avoid them. Because the topic for reflection is never only, or 
predominantly, or directly, 'froubles' as such, this process allows froubles to remain in 
the background until a participant wishes to speak of them. Paradoxically, froubles are 
therefore never a dominant discourse even though they are the group's reason for being. 
Using the CA discoveries about froubles talk, we could say that the 'topic' provides the 
'business-as-usual' to which talk needs to retum after froubles talk (Jefferson, 1988). It 
is still attentive to the other participants but allows a graceful way to break from the 
troubles telling (Jefferson, 1984a). This relationship between topic and troubles explores 
my original hunch about community-based women's groups, that one of thefr significant 
contributions is participants' ability to choose thefr level of disclosure. By using CA 
concepts and knowledge of 'topic' and of 'froubles talk' it has become evident that this 
choice does exist and is utilised. 
Having broadly sketched the types of language resources offered by the facilitator, I will 
now retum to the other main contribution of tiie facilitator, the types of interaction, 
using the concept of communication formats. 
COMMUNICATION FORMATS 
"Given certain circumstances, the conversationalists can shape their interaction 
to follow patterns that are remarkably more uniform than those found in casual 
conversation. Their uniformity is reached using the same tools as applied in 
ordinary conversation " (Silverman, 1997a, p.59) 
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An analytic tool 
There are several substantial challenges in studying this group's talk using CA: it is 
multi-party, relatively informal yet institutional, and comes in long sequences. While 
conversation analyses of counselling and therapy have investigated the enabling 
processes of two-party conversations, less is known about support in multi-party 
conversations such as groupwork (Gale, 1991; Miller & Silverman, 1995). Multi-party 
conversations require complex tum-taking systems and in institutional talk they are 
consequently often highly formahsed (Silverman, 1993). In this setting, though, 
reciprocal support requfres that participants sometimes respond to each other 
spontaneously, and a set stmcture of tum-taking would not allow this. Therefore the talk 
is often not sfrongly predetermined as to tums, although this is still an institutional 
setting (in the CA sense), oriented to the particular identities, goals, consfraints, and 
logics of the community-based group setting (Drew & Heritage, 1992). The group talk 
also occurs in 'big packages', as Sacks describes relatively long sequences of talk 
(Jefferson, 1988), and these present particular problems for conversation analysts 
because of their great variation. The segments presented in this study are chosen 
because they are relatively clear instances of the phenomenon. However, following the 
example of Jefferson in her explication of the sequences of froubles-talk, although I 
have sought and found an overall pattem or template, it is found in multiple variations 
rather than in complete and consistent segments (Jefferson, 1988; Jefferson & Lee, 
1992). This combination of variety and detail can be overwhelming, and adding the goal 
of relevance to broader social relations comphcates it further. 
There is a need for analysis that can deal with these challenges of the data set. 
Conversation analysis has a plethora of analytical tools to study the minutia of 
interaction, but is reluctant to use broad sociological categories (like class and sex) to 
account for interactions unless the participants make them relevant. Dealing with the 
problem of analysing large 'chunks' of less formahsed institutional talk m his apphed 
CA studies of counselling in order to speculate about effective coimselling techniques, 
Silverman (1993) has proposed the analytic tool of 'communication formats'. I have 
found communication formats also provide a useful tool of analysis for this groupwork 
setting because they allow me to propose more general pattems of talk based on the 
analysis of tum-by-tum talk. Communication formats characterise more variable forms 
of institutional interaction that are 'quasi conversational' or indeed 'conversational', 
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helpmg to organise the wealth of data created by group talk-in-interaction. They 
describe "a chain of shifts between a small number of simple sets of locally managed 
conversational roles of questioner, answerer, speaker and recipient" (Silverman, 1993 
p. 138). Communication formats are able to capture both the more formal orientations 
and the more conversational aspects of the talk because they look at the way various 
tum-taking sequences are Imked as well as the tum-taking itself The mstitutional 
orientation of the talk can be lost m more close-up study because the talk is quasi-
conversational rather than formal, but can be found again m the way chunks of talk are 
Imked together. For example, looking again at Segment 2, it could readily be mistaken 
for ordinary conversation between an informal group of mothers some of whom perhaps 
knew each other well afready. However when we move forward a few tums and look at 
Segment 5 the facilitator's reflection, the unmediate and responsive orientation to each 
other's froubles and the confessional statements that are freated not as 'dehcate matters' 
but as regular topics, all indicate this is institutional talk. What is of interest to a 
facilitator is how these different modes of talk are initiated and connected. 
The first of the two identified communication formats of the group that I will describe is 
the more formal, facilitator-dominated format, based on a question-and-answer 
stmcture. This chapter focuses on outlining this format, which I will call the 'formal 
format', but also sketches the place of the 'informal format' that will be explored more 
fully in subsequent data chapters. The segments afready presented in this chapter show 
both formal and informal formats although they have not been identified as such thus 
far. 
The formal format: reporting and counselling 
The formal format is the one set by the facilitator's instmctions and behavior at the 
outset of the group session and at other times throughout it. Its basic stmcture is 
question-answer-response: the standard question and answer stmcture of ordinary 
conversation, with a response added. Segments 1 and 3 are in the formal format, as the 
interaction is facilitator-based and tum-allocation rights stay primarily with her. 
However, the sequences making up that format can be unpacked further, mto a 
'reporting' mode and a 'counselling' mode. Both are based on a question-answer-
response sequence, but in counselling the 'response' serves also as a further question, 
and so an extended sequence can occur about the frouble. According to Schegloff 
(1984), a question is an utterance that is freated as such, and not necessarily 
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syntactically identifiable as one. When the facilitator takes up her 'right of response' to 
the answer, the response is often a 'reflection' in counselling terms, or in CA a 
formulation or summary, which is then freated as a fiirther question by the froubles-
teller (for example see Segment 7). Thus a chain of question-answer-responses is 
created which readily becomes a type of counselling talk. 
On the other hand in 'reporting' the response simply closes that sequence and allows a 
new one to commence. The formal format's two different modes will later be given 
diagrammatic form as part of the model of conversational groupwork proposed in 
Chapter 9, but now are demonsfrated in the following segment. 
Segment 9: Question-answer-response sequence 
The first reflective group activity (in Session 1) involved each member choosing several 
pictures that represent parts of herself from an array provided, and then sticking them 
onto a sheet of paper. This segment starts as the members are completing this individual 
task and are about to present their representations to the group. It shows an initial 
question and three of the members answering it in a chain of question-answer-responses 
(QAR's), although the question is implicit for the second and third answers. The 
facilitator responds either to encourage further answers (moving into counselling mode) 
or to close the tum (reporting mode). The QAR stmcture is highlighted with arrows on 
the left-hand side. 
right we're looking ready almost 
on the home stretch 
so then its show and tell time 
that's it 
lovely we can go around the group and hear from each of you or we can 
just see who wants to start 
((pause)) 
A Dianne: I will I've only got 4 pictures ((pause)) and I'm not quite sure why (hh) if I 
cant find something I don't (sic) like then I just don't bother Q so the 
reason that I got those because in my past I've had an appreciation of the 
finer things? like art and history and things like that so those two kinda 
reminded me of that and then this one I really Uked because that's my 
favoiirite coloiu: and I just thought gee I wish I could be just young and 
single and have no responsibili(hhh)ty (hhh) 
and wear purple 
hhh 
crops up at least- that goes through my mind at least once a day I just I 
wish I could be free and single and go back to sleep for a week and um-
that is just what I hve on-1 just hve on chocolate I don't eat much else 
(hh) that's how I survive (hh) so that's my life 
yeah, yeah, they are very telling images 
and also actually after I looked at it I'd stuck it down I thought ooh that 
sort of shows conq>artmentaUsing putting everything in a box 
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1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
u 12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
Kathy: 
Yasmin: 
Kathy: 
Yasmin: 
-*Q Kathy: 
—•  
-^R Kathy: 
( ) : 
—»A Dianne: 
-•R Kathy: 
—•A Dianne: 
24 -*R Kathy: well I was thinking it was very nicely arranged? y'know? I was thinking 
25 it had that formal?- that might have been the artistic in you or something 
26 but yeah? but you see it as put things in then boxes? (.) thanks Dianne 
27 —> (Q) A Susan: I'll go-1 foimd it really difficult-1 found it very difficult yeah- um- and 
28 yes I s'pose maybe the top one is because um I've always loved being 
29 ((extended turn)) 
30 
31 but I suppose ( ) yeah I'm a bit like Dianne (hh) now and again I think 
32 I'm gomg to go and become a nun I'm going to run away 
33 
34 and I feel like I am around a lot of sadness-1 feel like I talk to a lot of 
35 people who are sad- so again I don't think that's something I necessarily 
36 want in my hfe but I feel like its definitely there at the moment 
37 -*R Kathy: thankyou 
38 —*• (Q) A Ahce: we seem to be doing it going around the circle? so I'm next- this one is 
39 the thing that I most relate to- its a woman sweeping sand and (.) 
40 ((extended tum)) 
41 
42 I thought this was the very strongly developed part of me that was very 
43 serious and ((sigh)) yep-1 don't know yeah- just very kind [of serious 
44 —*R Kathy: [business-like or work- down to earth or something 
45 ^•A Ahce: yeah a bit weighed down by the world or something? 
(Session 1: 9-10) 
The facilitator Kathy asks the general question (1.5-6) and Dianne chooses to start (she 
was also first on the facilitator's left so perhaps following an unstated 'clockwise' 
direction). Kathy responds affiliatively with ironic humour when Dianne's laughter 
seems to be mitigating a frouble (1.15). This encourages Dianne to expand on her 
account and opens up the possibility of extending the sequence into a counselling mode 
of talk. However, Kathy's subsequent responses refreat from this (perhs^s so early in 
the group's life she is cautious about the interactions she promotes), instead working 
towards closing Dianne's tum while orienting supportively to her troubles-telling (1.21, 
24-26). Once Dianne's tum has closed the next question-answer-response sequence can 
begin (1.27) and the remainmg talk in the segment shows the same pattem. The 
facilitator's responses are not uniform however: her response to Susan's answer closes 
that reporting sequence without further probing, but to Alice's answer she first offers a 
reflection as she has with Dianne earlier, and there is a potential counselling sequence. 
The facilitator always remains tiie reference point in this format, with the first right of 
response and the authority to dfrect tums, altiiough as Susan's answer shows members 
can orient to each other's presence in what they say (1.31-32). 
Many of the troubles are initially told within this formal format, where the facihtator is 
the questioner, one member provides the answer, and the facilitator responds. This is 
similar to the interview format identified in certain types of counselhng by Miller and 
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Silverman (1995), but with the unportant additions of a response and an over-hearing 
audience. The response provides support by showing the teller they have been hstened 
to and understood, by offering an opportunity to expand on an answer, and by offering 
new ways to look at the frouble. hi this way the pattem reflects that of froubles talk in 
ordinary conversation, where a frouble announcement typically draws an empathic 
response that constitutes its utterer as a froubles recipient, and leads to a further 
exposition of the frouble (Jefferson, 1988; Jefferson & Lee, 1992). The difference is that 
in this formal format the facilitator is the questioner, and the other members are 
overhearers, although as group members they must also be aware of each other as 
potential respondents. The overhearers create the possibility of moving the focus to 
other participants and so moving the format to the informal. 
Turn-taking 
The facilitator's question is asked at the outset of the set activity and is usually only 
implied thereafter, rather than stated each time. Members take up thefr tums in replying 
to the question, creating a series of answers. Even though the question might have been 
posed an hour ago and much talk happened since then, members know they are 
answering a question and other participants' responses support this assumption. This 
effortless orientation to the original question is evident in Segment 9 above as well as 
segments used earlier in the chapter. 
Butler and Winfram identify the importance of sharing tums in feminist groupwork, 
focusing on the role of the facilitator in "drawing in as many women's viewpoints as 
possible" and encouraging cooperation "through the use of speaking tums, where group 
members focus on one woman's current problem and rally to give her support and 
empathic feedback" (Butler & Winfram, 1991 p.86). While much of the analysis ui the 
present study is concemed with how the members themselves share the tums and 
balance their own agenda with concem for each other, there is a role for the facilitator m 
promoting these tasks. The facilitator often (though not always) exercises more 
mteractional agency in the group but the CA method does not allow this to be assumed. 
It must be shown in features such as her tums and mtermptions, and the participants' 
acceptance of these (for a discourse and conversation analysis of contested power in 
liberatory groupwork see Healy, 1996). 
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In the formal format the issue of sharing tums between multiple parties is dealt with by 
a process, mitially speh out but then largely unphcit, of 'going round the cfrcle'. This 
creates a stmcture of serial interviews. Even if the tums are not in strict order, members 
ensure that everyone has a tum at 'bemg uiterviewed' or 'telling thefr story'. That it is 
oriented to by members themselves is shown in Alice's comment in Segment 9 above 
(1.38) and also in Tmdy's comment at the end of the last session "I hate it when we 
jump the circle 'cos I never know whose tum it is" (6:26). 
The co-leader role 
In this group there was also a type of co-leader, the informed participant mentioned in 
Chapter 3. Although not a co-facilitator in the usual sense, because she was also a group 
participant, her leadership came from a combination of personal knowledge of 
mothering a child with a disability, as well as professional and research skill. However, 
she was not involved in planning the details of the group nor was she requfred to take 
any responsibihty for group interactions beyond her own participation, but acted as a 
consultant to the facilitator. The group was intended to follow as closely as possible the 
typical framework of community-based groups rather than of therapy groups that often 
have two facilitators (a discussion of the importance of minimising the 'professional 
gaze' in such groups occurs elsewhere in this study). Nonetheless this member was a 
co-leader in the sense that "co-leaders offer the group different frames of reference and 
ways of workfrig." (McDermott, 2002, p.70), and the group interactions were inevitably 
affected by this dynamic. In this group the co-leader often takes the initiative to 
infroduce a new discourse or identity, as she does in Segments 1 and 6 earlier this 
chapter, or to offer support as she does in Segment 7. However, her interactions are 
effectively those of a sophisticated group member rather than a second facilitator, as 
shown by the way that other group members respond to her as one of them. 
Interactive agency and the two formats 
Having established the existence and stmcture of a formal format in the group's talk, I 
will now explore its interface with the informal talk more thoroughly, and place them 
both within the framework of group froubles talk established earlier this chapter. 
Segment 10: Moving between formats 
In this segment the formal format is intermpted with member-initiated talk and then 
readily re-established in a way tiiat demonsfrates the complementary interactive agency 
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of facilitator and members. The members not only take the initiative shifting into an 
mformal format, but they also cut across rather than go with the facihtator's mstmction. 
The froubles-teller Tmdy also shows interactive agency in the way she chooses to 
present, develop and close her account. Bold type is used to indicate the passages where 
these features occur. The exercise comes about halfway through the second session, and 
asks members to randomly choose a card (each card names a sfrength) from the 
collection spread face-down on the floor, and "briefly tell us a time you used that 
sfrength", 
1 Kathy: ((demonstrating 'Strengths Cards') I thought we'll start with just a bit of a (.) um a 
2 warm-up about this (.) these are (.) um every one of these has got a different 
3 strength on the odier side so what I thought well do is pick one randomly and lun 
4 (1.0) *just briefly tell us a time you used that strength* (5.0) right? 
5 Yasmin: (I didn't think) we had so many strengths?! 
6 Kathy: oh we (hh) have. (.) of course we have!. 
7 Laurel: (HHHH) 
8 Kathy: >if you don't like what you've got you can actually get another one- that's one of 
9 the rules of this group< (hh) if you don't li(hh)ke the cards (hh) >if its a strength 
10 you've been trying to get rid of?< for exanple?! I've got too much of this? you 
11 can put it back and get another one (hh) 
12 Laurel: HH 
13 (): is yours that bad 
14 ( ) : oh no? no? (hh) 
15 Alice: you can be overdeveloped in some areas can't you? (HHHH) 
16 Kathy: I think you can be overdeveloped (hh) OK who's going to start come on (HHH) do 
17 you want to? 
18 Tmdy: ( ) *responsible* 
19 Alice: I WOULDN'T HAVE WANTED THAT (HH) EITHER! (HH) 
20 Kathy: Trudy lun you've held onto responsi(hh)ble? 
21 Tmdy: I couldn't be bothered (hh) to ()! 
22 Yasmin: YES BUT THAT'S YOUR FOURTH ONE! (HHH) 
23 Tmdy: its my third! uu:mm? (.5) I guess having a (.) a baby (.) having her for the last year 
24 because she's a year now (.) I've mainly felt responsible for her (.) even though 
25 my husband helps a lot if I don't keep your eye on what he's doing= 
26 Alice: [=HHH 
27 Trudy: [like she can go without a nappy change without food without drinks and= 
28 Alice: [=HHH 
29 Tmdy: [his idea of watching her is >oh the soccer's on!< the teevee's going-
30 (Alice): HHH 
31 Trady: you know you just have to be on the ball have vou fed her?! have vou changed her 
32 nappy? oh yeah yeah! and off he goes I guess the responsibility is all here and just 
33 sometimes you think, can't you remember just to do some(hh)thing? you know 
34 hke he'(hh)s really ( ) 
35 Kathy: and responsibility is not just doing it its making sure= 
36 Trudy: [=sure it gets done yeah that's right 
37 Kathy: [it has been done? A2)nd that's what I hear mothers [y'know mothers () say= 
38 Tmdy: [=yeah if you don't do it yourself often it doesn't happen (0. 
39 Kathy: OK 
40 Trudy: its just the baby thing I guess once she's big enough she'll be able to go >dad 
41 I'm hungry feed me< 
42 Kathy: yeah. (3.0) *who's next* 
(Session 2: 6-7) 
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The segment begms with a standard 'question' from the facilitator (in the form of an 
instmction for an activity), in an apparent beginning to a formal format sequence (1.1-4), 
However, before the ffrst member can answer, there is a side sequence from two 
participants commenting on the activity m a discourse of fronic humour (1.5-19). First 
Yasmin and then Ahce question the assumptions of Kathy's 'self-development' 
discourse underpinning the exercise, but in different ways. Yasmin's joke (1.5) is 
possibly a tension-release for the embarrassing task of boasting of one's sfrengths, and 
probably fronically comments upon a stereotypical view of women as 'not sfrong'. 
Kathy joins in the joking discourse, which enables her to respond to the possible 
criticism and redirect the talk, allowing that a woman's indisputable sfrength may 
become a burden (1.6 onwards). When Alice more dfrectly challenges the self-
development discourse, Kathy again joins the joking tone, sidesteps any confrontation, 
and maintains a foothold in the conversation by participating in the informal talk but 
nonetheless steering back to the task (1.16-17). Alice's humour continues her fronic 
discourse, this time accommodating Tmdy's answer (1.19). Both the humourous and 
serious discourses then co-exist (1.20-23) with Tmdy and Kathy coUaboratmg in 
'reporting' mode while Alice and Yasmin maintain the ironic humour discourse. 
Although the facilitator has reclaimed the format (1.20) and a formal 'reportfrig' and 
'counselling' sequence follows, the ironic humour discourse infroduced by members is 
subsequentiy used by the froubles-teller Tmdy, helping her to maintain mteractive 
agency by showing her froubles-resilience (Jefferson, 1984b). She tells a mild and 
humorous frouble story of her husband's 'irresponsibility' that could be interpreted in 
either humourous or serious context (1.23 on). Her answer preserves the humorous 
discourse and still answers the question, closing the story with a retum to her answer: 
"the responsibility is all here". The joking side sequence has provided two new 
language resources for the group to use in examining the idea of thefr strengths and 
possible froubles: ironic humour and a serious critique of the sfrengths women are 
socialised mto. Both are outside what the facilitator provides, indeed could be seen as in 
competition with her self-development discourse of sfrengths and self-awareness. 
In response, Kathy uses her right of reply as the questioner, so preserving the formal 
format, and gives a summary formulation which communicates an understanding 
sufficient to produce four closely linked tums that jointly constmct witii Tmdy an 
account of mothers' overarching responsibility as a frouble. This is a brief but clear 
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instance of the use of the 'response' in the question-answer-response sequence to 
encourage a counselling dialogue. It also shows Tmdy summarising her story with a 
coda which names the frouble m her own way (1.38), before going on to minimise it as 
"just the baby thing", that is, a stage rather than an enduring state, so putting a positive 
slant on her marriage, husband and self (1.40-41). fri CA terms she demonsfrates 
froubles resihence, 'making hght of the frouble', and so allows the frouble to be closed 
(Jefferson, 1988). In counsellmg terms this revised stance to the frouble provides 
evidence that Kathy's understandmg has assisted Trady to change her relationship to a 
froubling experience. Kathy freats Trady's positive summary as a closure of the matter, 
a move recognisable in both CA and counselling, and asks the group for the next 
answer. 
The different but complementary possibilities of the formal and informal formats are 
clear. The facilitator ensures that froubles are able to be displayed in the ffrst place (a 
function of the formal format), and encourages exploration of froubles by using 
counselling, while the members supply altemative contexts within which to situate the 
frouble. This segment also demonsfrates the interrelationships between the different 
forms of interactive agency presented throughout this chapter. The participants involved 
in this segment are exercising considerable agency in resisting the facilitator's 
expectations and discourse. They eventually support a retum of the talk to the formal 
format but not until they have finished what they set out to do, which was to provide an 
altemative discourse about 'women's sfrengths'. This implied critique amounts to "of 
course we have sfrengths: now tell us how to stop being exploited for them!" The 
participants' humour allows the facilitator to absorb this response without great loss of 
interactive agency on her part, by joining in the humour. Furthermore, Tmdy makes use 
of this imphcitly feminist discourse to discuss her 'sfrength' as a 'frouble'. Analysis of 
the content of Tmdy's talk alone would produce a conclusion that she lacked personal 
agency m relation to this issue, as her remedy of 'waitmg it out' stops well short of 
extemahsing the frouble despite Kathy's attempts to re-frame it as shared by many other 
women. Yet CA enables us to see that agency is present in other, interactive ways. 
Tmdy chooses a froubles-tellmg about a very present and personal matter when she has 
the option of merely identifymg "a sfrengtii and a tune you used it". Exercismg tiiis 
choice is very different from being specifically requested to discuss one's marital 
tensions, for example. When Tmdy uses humour to talk about a frouble she also 
demonsfrates froubles-resilience and constmcts identities as both 'wife' and 
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'mdependent person'. The very act of describmg the situation places her in a different 
relationship to it, one step removed. Finally there is no 'advice' for Tmdy about her 
frouble, only a re-contextualising of her situation as common to women and therefore as 
gender-related. On the facilitator's part, this segment shows how her summarising and 
re-contextuahsmg replaces the need for givuig a remedy. 
Complementary formal and mformal formats 
The analysis of this group shows the formal stmcture remaining a resource throughout 
the life of the group, to support the less stable informal member-based format. The two 
formats reflect Harvey Sacks' (the originator of CA) description of the two opposing 
ways of organising tum-taking in institutional talk: local and pre-allocated (Silverman, 
1993). The pre-allocated tum-taking system is a formal requfrement of the setting, 
whereas participants develop the local system themselves. A combination of both 
produces a 'medial type' of tum-taking system in Sacks' typology. The facilitator is 
involved both in defining and implementing the formal stmcture, and in encouraging the 
informal stmcture. The members have to interpret and use the formal stmcture, and 
initiate and accomplish the informal stmcture. The informal format appears increasingly 
as the group progresses, as evidenced by the more frequent occurrence of second 
stories, topic changes, side-sequences and other member-initiatives in later sessions. 
(Selections of segments in the following chapters focusing on participants' contributions 
will reflect this.) 
The formal format constitutes either what I have called a 'reporting' mode of talk 
(question-answer-response repeated with successive participants), or a 'counselling' 
type of talk (question-answer, response/question-answer, response/question-answer, and 
so on with one participant), depending on whether the facilitator's response encourages 
further talk on the topic or not. A formal format follows a set pattem and so removes 
interactive uncertainty: people know when others have finished, and when it is thefr tum 
to speak (Sacks, 1989). The more stmctured, predictable formal format is a safety net 
especially important for the telling of deeper froubles: if other participants fail to 
respond with the greater affiliation and intimacy expected in froubles talk (Jefferson, 
1988), the facilitator can do so and respond in 'counselling' mode. The informal format 
corresponds to descriptions of desired group dynamics in feminist groupwork: 
reciprocal support, sharing of power, and recognition of participants' expertise over the 
facilitator's (Butler & Wintram, 1991). If participants wish to change direction, or 
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lighten the atmosphere, they can use the informal format. The formal format may 
provide a background that is secure, known territory and a framework that is 
consistently available to members but it does not necessarily achieve the heights of the 
informal format. The two formats provide participants as well as the facihtator with 
choices about how delicate matters like froubles are handled. At any time that 
participants judge desfrable and appropriate, the format can be changed, although of 
course this move has to be reciprocated to be successful. At times the facihtator moves 
the talk back into the formal format, to 'get back on frack' or keep within time 
consfraints. At other times she may leave space for a move to the informal format that it 
is not taken up by the participants (in instances of less successful facilitation). The 
upshot of the play of the two communication formats is that interactional agency, while 
not perhaps equally distributed, is readily shared between facilitator and participants. 
CONCLUSION 
"The group worker's primary goal is to evoke, nurture and harness the 
collective strengths of group members so they may become a resource to 
themselves and to one another" (McDermott, 2002, p.83-84) 
Searching complex 'big packages' of talk such as this data holds, requires a process of 
selection. Therefore it is inevitable that I approached the data as a group facilitator 
concemed with dynamics such as member participation and mutual support, shifts in 
identity and relation to experience, and engagement with delicate and difficult issues. 
This study's analysis has relied upon concepts in previous CA research that sufficiently 
align with these elements of group process to yield findings useful to a facilitator. 
'Troubles talk' is perhaps the most significant such CA concept used in this study. 
By seeing this group as an instance of institutional talk and using the existing CA 
knowledge about froubles talk in particular, I have shown how the facilitator encourages 
a particular discourse of enablement. This group's discourse of enablement rehes 
heavily on the language resources (topics, discourses, and identities) and pattems of 
mteraction (formal and informal communication formats) mfroduced by the facilitator. 
However, these particular facilitation decisions also attend closely to the participants' 
capacity to make choices, m order to ensure a balance between the facilitator's agenda 
and the participants' interactive agency. The facilitator assumes a role of helping 
members to reach a clearer, fuller or more accurate definition of a trouble and its 
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context, on the assumption that people generally know what they need to do if they get 
this help. This approach requfres voluntary displays of froubles talk, achieved with 
maximum possible interactive agency, that are nonetheless opportunities for self-
reconstitution. The facilitator mvites this enablement discoiu-se through: 
• settmg up activities with topics that allow but do not dictate froubles talk; 
• avoiding overt remedies but encouraging re-definitions and re-contextualisations of 
froubles; 
• infroducing open, non problem-focused language resources (identities and 
discourses); 
• providmg a safe stmcture for risky (froubles) talk through formal and informal 
communication formats. 
Previous CA studies by Jefferson and Lee (1992) have foimd that 'froubles talk' and 
'service encounters' are mutually exclusive, in that the latter necessarily provide 
'advice-giving' rather than 'froubles receptiveness'. This group is a service which 
confradicts this finding, providing instead interactional possibilities more akin to the 
"archetypal tribal situation" that Jefferson and Lee (1992) propose, where "the deeply 
remedial potential of emotional reciprocity" (p.546) is recognised, and group members 
can simultaneously be froubles recipients and remedy providers (if not openly advice-
givers, a distinction which will be explored in the next chapter). Even the facihtator may 
bridge the gap between froubles recipient and remedy-provider if remedies can exist 
within frouble redefinitions and contextualisations. 
In relation to the communication formats, this setting is less stmctured than many other 
institutional interactions, but there remain identifiable pattems of interaction. In terms 
of Sack's typology of possible tum-taking systems in institutional talk, this group uses a 
medial type that is a mix of pre-allocated tums (the formal format) and locally allocated 
tums (the informal format). This chapter's analysis reveals how the formal format 
evokes displays of froubles, and encourages explorations of trouble definitions, contexts 
and implicitly, remedies. This much is familiar from previous studies of froubles talk in 
counselling in particular. However in the community-based feminist groupwork setting 
troubles are elicited so that other members can respond to, leam from and support each 
other with maximum interactive agency. Further, in this context the two different formal 
modes of reporting and counselling provide participants with the choice of staying 
within the given 'topic', or taking the risk of delving into 'troubles'. Troubles talk is 
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paradoxically both the main focus of the group and an 'accidental' one achieved with 
apparent spontaneity. It is clear that the formal format is insufficient in itself, and that 
the informal format provides froubles-tellers with a greater range of interactional 
choices. The facilitator sets up, and at times retrieves, the formal format in order to 
encourage froubles talk that then becomes available for further talk in the informal 
format. The combined efforts of facilitator and participants result in opening up of the 
discourses and therefore the identities available to the participants. Movements from the 
formal to the informal format reflect participants' attempts to support each other, 
including by providing altemative language resources for each other. 
A discourse of enablement that is suited to a feminist groupwork context must do more 
than allow for the ventilation of froubles: it must encourage new understandings of 
those difficulties as collectively experienced, socially constmcted and therefore able to 
be changed. It must also do this in ways that are empowering, without the professional 
discourses dominating and stealing participants' voices. It is a collaborative effort to 
move delicately through the froubles of each participant, at once demonsfrating to her 
that she has been heard in her present reality and also that other realities are possible. 
By seeing this type of emancipatory practice as a conversational event, it can be actively 
nurtured with a rich and open variety of language resources and with enabling 
communication formats. The members do most of this work, although the facilitator 
provides the backdrop by setting up a stmcture in which the participants are free to 
choose between topic and froubles, between safety and risk. If the facilitator's main 
achievement is this scaffolding, the participants provide an even more vital foundation 
by collaboratively creating an affihative climate across their differences, so allowing for 
both learning and support. This is the focus of the next chapter which will retum to the 
question of the relationship between advice-giving and froubles talk as a way of 
understanding the 'emotional reciprocity' underpinning the group. 
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CHAPTER 5 
AN AFFILIATIVE GROUP MANAGES DIFFERENCE 
INTRODUCTION 
"Groups are essentially mutual enterprises in which the capacity for reciprocity 
in roles and relationships is a primary force in determining the effectiveness of 
the group in fulfilling both individual and mutually agreed purposes" 
(McDermott, 2002, p.60) 
While the previous chapter laid out the facilitator's foundational contribution to the 
group, this chapter is the first of three that will explore defining aspects of the 
interaction between participants. It will expand on the idea of an 'informal format', 
where the group's talk is dominated by the participants rather than the facihtator, that 
served as a counterpoint to the explication of the facilitator's formal format in the 
previous chapter. I propose here that, just as the facihtator contributes some essential 
components to the group's foundations, so too do the participants. The question of what 
these contributions might be can be posed in novel terms using the CA method. In CA 
style, the way into this question is to identify unusual interactions, trace them back to 
their origins, and then observe what prevents these occurring regularly, building on 
existing knowledge about similar interactions in other settings. This avoids approaching 
the data from the point of view of, say, consciousness-raising theory, or even my own 
agenda as facilitator. So while I will now set out the basis of the participants' 
interactions as linked with the simuUaneous functions of 'learning' and 'support', these 
concepts were the results of the analysis, not its original guide. 
Leaming from each other requires that group members use thefr differences, as well as 
their commonality, as a resource. The tension between affiliation and difference is 
identified by poststmctural feminists as an important dimension of community life and 
indeed of group processes (Benhabib, 1992; Lehr, 1995; McDermott, 2002). 
Poststmctural feminists reject the tidy idealism of mutual identification by appreciatmg 
differences as a rich resource, and even suggesting that asymmetrical reciprocity in 
relationships is a more worthy goal than symmetiical reciprocity because it does not 
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pretend to understand what it cannot (Young, 1990a; Young, 1997). However, others 
argue that the celebration of limitless difference is a new form of idealism that ignores 
evidence of a preference for affihation. The micro-world of a group, where both 
affihation and difference can be closely observed, may be a useful place to grapple with 
these issues. Even when both affiliation and difference are accepted as equally 
important, questions remain as to how differences can best be managed without creating 
divisions, fri a community-based women's group this equates to the question of how 
members can leam from each other while giving each other support, if the leaming is 
based on differences. 
fri studying the group as an 'institutional' setting, the role of the facilitator is clearly 
important, but so also is the group members' part in creating, maintaining and re-
directing the group. The members' interactive agency (the ability to influence the shape 
of the talk in their own interests) is of primary concem in feminist practice, and how it 
is achieved here may have wider imphcations for poststmctural feminist theory. CA 
concepts of advice-giving, discourse identities, discourses, and topics particularly, are 
used in this chapter to compare this group's interactions with those in ordinary 
conversation and other helping settings, in order to identify how social relations are 
constituted here. Through this exploration, it may then be possible to see how identities 
are constmcted and changed, how affiliation is maintained, and when it is not, and how 
groups help marginahsed people achieve greater agency. Concepts like 'identity' and 
'difference' are used in both micro and macro interaction, and may span the gap 
between the two. If this proves possible it will indicate the value of using the CA 
method in social work and other critical research. 
ADVICE 
fri looking at these questions I tum to the unlikely activity of advice-giving. Dfrect 
advice-giving with its awkward asymmetry is a 'deviant case' in the group (that is, 
breaks the estabhshed pattem), but it also reveals how this group manages its 
interactions across difference. CA scholars who have examined advice-giving in other 
contexts of institutional helpmg, define advice as talk which "describes, recommends or 
otherwise forwards a preferred course of future action" (Heritage & Sefi, 1992, p.368). 
However, as well as normative comments advice can include sfraightforward 
information such as legal or paralegal 'advice'. Although in social work, advice has 
come to be synonymous with unwelcome normative advice, members of community-
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based women's groups often seek 'informational support' (Brook, 1996; Butler & 
Winfram, 1991; Tebbutt, 1995). In fact the Ime between mfomiation and normative 
advice can be blurred, for example in exchanges between new mothers and 'health 
visitors' (matemal and child health nurses) (Heritage & Sefi, 1992). hi ordmary 
conversation there is commonly a 'dispreference' for advice, demonsfrated m it bemg 
resisted in various ways. This is presumed to be a consequence of the lower 
mteractional status it evokes m the advice-recipient, unplymg madequacy such as 
ignorance or mcompetence (Jefferson & Lee, 1992). Even m counselling and other 
helpmg contexts where care is taken to attend to the frouble teller's feelmgs (and where 
perhaps advice might be more expected), the advice-givmg has to be managed carefully 
if it is to be taken up (Heritage & Sefi, 1992; Miller & Silverman, 1995; Silvemian, 
1997a). Furthermore, while some more 'instrumental' (rather than 'expressive') service 
encounters, such as calls to an ambulance service, show advice-giving without reference 
to the dehcacy of the frouble teller's feelings, this produces a shift in identity from 
frouble teller to service-recipient (Jefferson & Lee, 1992). However, when there is an 
advicG-seeker (rather than giver) who initiates the advice, more interactive agency stays 
with that person and they typically work to get the specific assistance they seek 
(Jefferson, 1992). 
I will first discuss instances of the simpler 'information-giving' in the group, to 
highlight the affiliative work of members and their attention to the delicacy of advice 
recipients' "at least doubtful knowledge or competence" even in these straightforward 
exchanges (Heritage & Sefi, 1992, p. 143). Two further more complex segments, of 
requested normative advice and unsohcited normative advice respectively, will then be 
presented to develop the picture of affiliation across difference. These information- and 
advice-giving segments, chosen as the clearest instances of each type of talk, are rare m 
this group, supporting the general view that they are dispreferred and perhs^s only used 
when participants have limited options. The other concept that is drawn upon heavily m 
this analysis is that of 'identity', because the differences used in giving advice or 
information inevitably constmct identities. 
DISCOURSE AND SOCIAL IDENTITIES 
In this chapter, then, 'identity' is a central concept that needs further definition. In the 
previous chapter I discussed the various language resources made available to the group 
by the facilitator, and expanded upon by group members, including discourses, topics, 
160 
and identities. At the micro level, two types of identity are relevant: discourse identities 
and social identities. Discourse identities are interactional identities that are intrinsic to 
the sequential stmcture of the talk, and are constmcted moment-to-moment by the 
actions taken in talk, for example 'questioner' or 'advice-seeker' (Zimmerman, 1998). 
Discourse or interactional identities are multiple, fluid, and present in all talk-in-
interaction. They not only involve the speaker in positioning themselves in a specific 
way in relation to the other participants, but speakers also project reciprocal identities 
on other participants (such as 'respondent' or 'advisor'), which can then be accepted or 
revised by them. The constmction of discourse identities becomes an interactive 
achievement when other participants take up or negotiate the proposed identities. The 
main discourse identities discussed in this chapter are advice-seeker and advice-giver, 
but others such as storyteller and story-recipient are also important. 
In CA, the process of constmcting social identities is more complex and contentious 
than the constmction of discourse identities (Greatbatch & Dingwall, 1998; 
Zimmerman, 1998). Social identities within CA are not imported into the situation but 
are achieved through interaction. CA does cautiously allow social identities to describe 
the sorts of differences and similarities which members themselves orient to, if these 
features are both currently relevant to the members and have some consequence for the 
subsequent interaction (Schegloff, 1992). In this way social identities are to be freated 
like other aspects of context: it is only when there is evidence of thefr existence in the 
talk itself that their other features or achievements can be considered. Some CA 
theorists have tumed to the question of how wider social identities, sometimes known as 
'fransportable' identities, of which institutional or situated identities are one type, are 
formed. Attributes such as sex, age, or ethnicity, are carried with a person, and while 
intuitively we may understand them to be highly relevant to social order, they need to be 
made relevant by the participants m the interaction before they can be mcluded in the 
analysis. Language resources, includmg discourse identities, become the raw material 
from which participants constmct social identities (Zunmerman, 1998). Work remams 
to be done on what other language resources, such as topics and discourses, might be 
involved in this constmction. 
Bringmg together the activity of advice-giving and the unportance of identity-
constmction is the issue of difference, in this case between different 'mother' identities. 
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because it is the evoking of different identities that both enables and problematises 
advice-giving. 
*NEW' AND ^EXPERIENCED' MOTHERS 
"taking seriously participants' orientation to issues of identity does not 
preclude, and may even enhance, an understanding of the relation between self 
and social structure, power, and the active role people play in constructing 
identities and creating social order" (Widdicombe. 1998p.206) 
Leaming from each other is a stated agenda of group member and a combination of 
common and differing experiences provide the resources for members to accomphsh 
this. The importance of commonality and difference to groupwork, disabihty, and 
poststmctural feminist theory makes it more telling to this investigation. Groupwork 
practice theory explores, whether exphcitly or implicitly, the question of balancing 
similarities and differences to create the most vital group interactions, focusing on skills 
the facilitator uses to this end, and on the participants' pursuit of thefr individual goals 
(see for example Benjamin et al., 1997; Brandler & Roman, 1999; Heap, 1985; 
McDermott, 2002; Nichols & Jenkinson, 1991). This chapter will build on CA 
explorations to investigate how members accomplish both leaming and support drawing 
on their commonalities and differences. Before looking at the interactions across 
difference in advice-giving sequences, I will establish the relevance of the particular 
difference of 'new' as opposed to 'experienced' mothers, evidenced in the group's 
interactions and in the group members' comments within and after the group. 
From a CA point of view, to speak of certain matters, or in certain ways, one must have 
had the appropriate and proportional experience (Sacks, 1992a). The emphasis on 
experience in this group serves to constiiict identities around the experience or relative 
lack of it, of being a mother of a child witii a disability. The members tiiemselves 
comment on those different identities as either a 'new' or an 'experienced' mother, as 
well as constmcting them. Although these comments do not add 'proof to the existence 
of these social identities from a conversation analysis perspective, for a feminist 
researcher it is significant that the members tiiemselves discuss tiiese different identities. 
Of a number of possible identities, the distinction between new and experienced 
mothers (of children with a disability) was the most remarked upon by members, and 
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they theorised about it especially in the later group sessions. That they both talk about 
and enact these identities demonsfrates the robustness of the concept. 
In the following exfracts group members refer to the difference between being a newer 
mother of a child with a disabihty (with a child under about two years), and a more 
experienced one, and some of the issues arising between newer and more experienced 
mothers. 
Segment 1: Orienting to delicate differences 
In the very first exercise, about members' hopes and fears of being in this group, the 
fear of discovering "through hearing other people's horror stories" that "it'll be harder 
or more challenging to raise my child than I thought it'd be" (Tmdy, Session 1:3) is 
sfrongly expressed. The group members know that to fulfill thefr hopes of sharing and 
leaming, they must talk about and hear about some difficult experiences, but they dread 
the emotional impact that might result. Tmdy retums to this fear in the sixth (last) 
session in the segment discussed below, still positioning herself as a new mother 
"within that acceptance overall fransition phase" and equating that identity with 
"learning about all the other things out there... that are nasty and scary" (1.3 onwards). 
However, this segment shows both the facilitator and two members demonsfrating 
sensitivity to the potential for these accounts to cause disfress. This sensitivity is also an 
indication of the mutual support that makes it safe to share experiences in the group: 
safety and risk emerge in the analysis as key dimensions of the group interaction. The 
key tums orienting to the negative aspects of the differences in experience are presented 
in bold type. 
1 Trudy: ... I'm still within that (.) acceptance (.) overall = 
2 Kathy: yeh. 
3 Tmdy: = transition phase (.) learning now about all the oth- other things that are out 
4 there that= 
5 Kathy: [and how- and how has that?-
6 Trudy: [=ARE NASTY AND SCARY and that >I may lever leave the (hh) hou(hh)se 
7 ag(hh)ain< (hh) sortof feel(hh)ing 
8 Kathy: ye:ah so that (.) I was wondering how that was affecting you- you know you too 
9 Trudy: yes it is- its sortof well (.) is it going to be like that? y'know and I realise there will 
10 be (.) thinps (.) that I have to (.) cope with I guess but (.) y'know (.) but >rm not 
11 going to wo(hh)rry about them till I get there I guess reaUy< even tiiough they still 
12 (.) 
13 Kafliy: because (.) no matter what you think about (.2) then maybe the things that (. 1) you 
14 know you expect to go really badly go really fine 
15 Trudy: mm 
16 Kathy: and >something else happens instead y'know< (hh) (.) that you've never really 
17 thought about so 
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18 Susan: yeah and I suppo:se too (.) just because you've said that (.) I've really (.) 
19 focused on the negative aspects I mean there's lots of really- I've had a blessed 
20 life and also with James (.) you know I mean conqiared to the struggles that some 
21 people have (.) we haven't had any I mean when James was bom the kindy teacher 
22 said (.) *make sure you enrol him here* so he's welcomed at that kindy (.) from 
23 the minute he was bom (.) >you know what I mean?< so there's LOTS AND 
24 LOTS OF- I mean its its been great- its been very positive there hasn't been 
25 anything- its just my stmggles I [suppose that's 
26 Kathy: [its the challenge ofthat to you y'know 
27 Susan: yeh so I need to point that out. don't feel- [don't feel 
28 Tmdy: [no I -I feel I need to ( ) more about what other people think? as well which 
29 I'll have to change eventually (.) probably sooner rather than l[ater 
(Session 6:14) 
The subject of the talk is the delicate matter of negative effects arismg from hearing of 
the other's experiences. When Kathy invites Tmdy to describe how she has managed 
the experience of hearing other's negative stories in the group (1.8), Tmdy 
acknowledges some impact but is stoic (1.9-12). Susan responds to Tmdy as if she, 
Susan, is personally accountable for the negative effects (1.18), reciprocally positioning 
herself as an 'experienced mother' who is aware of the effects of this difference on the 
newer member. Susan accounts for her previous horror stories ("I've really focused on 
the negative aspects"), balances them with a positive accoimt ("I've had a blessed hfe 
and also with James"), and attempts to instmct Tmdy in how to hear those stories ("I 
need to point out- don't feel"). Tmdy and Susan are speaking from thefr respective 
identities of 'new' and 'experienced' mother. Tmdy is however not now quite so new, 
nor is she as fearful, as she was in the first session: she effectively positions herself as 
experienced enough to know that she needs to know more, and as able to cope with the 
horror stories. Both mothers are at pains to reassure the other: the newer mother Tmdy 
that she has only benefited from hearing about likely future difficulties, and the more 
experienced mother Susan that the future is not going to be so bad after all. The 
dialogue shows that not only are they aware of the different identities constmcted in 
precedmg talk, but they are also aware of the possible effects the constituting of those 
identities might have on each other. 
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Further extracts^ 
As well as discussing the effects of this exchange of knowledge, members theorise 
about stages of readiness for such knowledge amongst mothers of children with a 
disability. In the course of the 'Manifesto' activity in Session 5, when members are 
generating hypothetical advice for newer mothers from thefr own experiences, a more 
experienced mother proposes that a significant shift of orientation comes to mothers 
after about two years: 
"I would say because Simon is going to be four in October 
and there are some mums here whose child is under two... 
although I have met some mums whose child's twelve and they 're 
you know still a wreck 
but that first two years allow yourself that first two years is-
onceyou are over the first two years I think there is a different perspective 
that you get? 
because you almost forget? 
well the first two years they 're sortof like- every so often it just strikes you-
1 mean I know when Simon was a little baby every so often-
like he was my baby 
and then every so often I would see some characteristic of Down's syndrome 
that was just suddenly-
like just an angle he was on or just the back of his neck or something like that-
after about two it doesn 't seem so obvious tome... 
some people do forget that- that you know-
and they can perhaps say things 
that perhaps people with younger children aren 't ready for? " 
(Yasmin, Session 5:24) 
This distinction between mothers of under-two's and over-two's is repeated when, 
approaching the end of this group, some of the members discussed the best timing for a 
group such as this one from the point of view of 'new' mothers. One member 
recommended that any such group be offered early, but not too early: 
"I wish that I'd had the opportunity to do this afewyears ago... 
' Occasionally when quotes of group talk are extended, and relate to content rather than interaction, they 
will be presented in italics and 'parsing' form that preserves the members' voices more than conventional 
quotations, by indicating pauses, false starts, and emphases, for example, but does not include CA 
interactions. 
165 
I mean not that I'm not very happy to have done it now... 
But I just think that... I think between twelve months and two years is-
I think when-1 think what Dianne was saying-
I think that first year people might be a bit raw I don't know... 
but maybe in that second year might be a good time ". 
(Susan, Session 6:23) 
However, for the newer mother Tmdy, a group needs a mix of new and experienced 
mothers in order to be of benefit: 
"It 'd be different if it was all new mothers too 
because you get that experience of having 
that extra couple of years that you guys have had 
where I'm getting more out of it than if it was just a lot of new mothers " 
(Tmdy, Session 6:23) 
Participants state that they do not regard all mothers of children with a disabihty as the 
same; that they need to be talked to differently and have different things to say. This 
study is however primarily interested in the processes of identity constmction rather 
than the identities themselves. Although the particular identities (of 'new' mother, 
'experienced' mother) may be investigated with reference to the theory and practice of 
feminist groupwork with mothers, or of social work with mothers of children with a 
disability, it is the way that these identities are constmcted, and constmct interaction, 
that I will now consider. My investigation of the conversational stmctures of advice and 
information-givuig is focused on what is achieved through these identities. I am 
concemed with what aspects of the social order can be discemed in this institutional 
setting. Therefore the concepts of affiliation, difference and identity are the focus, and 
are considered as accomplishments that can be studied in part through the advice and 
information-giving activities that contribute to their constmction. I will now tum to a 
detailed analysis of these advice and information-giving activities. 
ADDRESSING INFORMATION GAPS 
I will first consider the simple non-normative advice of 'addressing information gaps'. 
Within all three segments below showing members addressing information gaps, a very 
similar pattem of question-and-answer occurs. One member has implicitly given 
information about disability services, and within the next few tums, another asks her to 
expand on or clarify it. In all cases these exchanges happen as by-products, in the first 
166 
two of the formal exercise that they are engaged in and m the thfrd of an mformal 
'complaint' conversation that occurs as some members wait for others to finish an 
individual activity. These information-giving sequences are exfraneous to the activity 
but are occasioned by it. However, they are also within the same discourse of disability 
(more specifically, disabihty care) as the preceding talk and on the same topic of 
services, and prove to be acceptable detours from the accounts being given. 
As the following segments will show, members use the standard question-answer-
response format in which the original questioner has the right of response to the answer 
(Jefferson, 1989), to achieve the business of exchanging information, just as occurs in 
ordinary conversations. The advice-seeker variously responds to the answer, accepts the 
advice (and her advice-recipient discourse identity), seeks further information (and 
extends that discourse identity), or resists the advice and the advice-recipient identity. In 
the instance of resistance, she uses her response to eventually constmct herself as more 
knowledgeable than her original question might have implied, fri all cases the outcome 
is to signal that the participant is no longer in need of advice and to close the sequence. 
Segment 2: Recovering equanimity, restoring symmetry 
This is one of the simplest instances of advice-seeking, where the advice is factual 
information about a service sought by one member who is more of a novice, from others 
with greater experience. However it has several interesting features: its spontaneity 
creates a sense that a member has been caught on the back foot, not knowing something 
that should be known. This constmcts her as 'lower-status advice recipient' (Miller & 
Silverman, 1995) and occasions her subsequent work to restore status by estabhshing a 
common discourse identity and a common social identity with her advisors. This 
advice-recipient also retains interactive agency by taking and keeping the initiative. 
In this activity members have been asked by the facilitator to generate advice for 
hypothetical new parents of children with a disability (the 'Manifesto'). Ahce is m the 
process of offering, as such advice, mformation about a disability service that her family 
has found supportive, when Eve intermpts to ask for clarification about the service. 
1 Alice: I mean one of the things that has been useful for us I guess is to-to access um like 
2 a support organisation like ((names a disabihty service))? which is- sortof gives us 
3 money for babysitting that oAerwise we wouldn't (.) 
4 (): mmhm 
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5 Alice: you know yeh we wouldn't have and-
6 Eve: whats that? 
7 Alice: [I felt really-
8 (Yasmin): [its like a-
9 Alice: it's a respite-
10 (Eve): yeh 
11 Alice: but also fam- they do siblings support and they do lots of stuff but 
12 Eve: whats it called? [((starts to spell out name)) 
13 Yasmin: [((says and then spells out name)) yeh 
14 Eve: yeh [I think I know Q 
15 Alice: [but its very (.) its very flexible and very kindof- you- they just give you the 
16 money and they say you can use it on babysitting or housecleaning or massage or 
17 anything-
18 Eve: they'll bring your um 
19 Yasmin: [thats what I need 
20 Eve: [grandparent up from somewhere or you know like? 
21 Alice: but it's very flexible I mean it's not a lot of money-
22 Eve: yeh 
23 Alice: a week but they also- its pretty good- like fliey actually fund like two weekends 
24 away a year for us? which is kindof-
25 (): ((sigh)) 
26 Kathy: just what everyone needs 
27 Alice: which is-I THINK WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS REA(hh)LLY 
(Session 5:22) 
Caught by surprise 
In analysing this segment I use the discourse identities of 'information-seeker' and 
'information-giver' to frace shifts and to see how social identities are constmcted. When 
Alice is intermpted with Eve's question "what's that?" (1.6), there is a moment's doubt 
about whether Alice will adopt the reciprocal information-giver discourse identity, as 
she continues on with her account (1.7). This indicates the spontaneous and unexpected 
nature of Eve's question. Yasmin is quicker to respond (1.8), and then Alice joins her in 
a collaborative answer. The standard conversational question-answer-response device is 
evident, with Eve using her response to question further: "what's it called?"(1.12). 
Restoring symmetry 
Eve continues to be the recipient of their joint mformation with the statement "Yeh I 
think I know" (1.14), simultaneously shifting discourse identity from mformation-seeker 
to the more symmetrical 'agreer'. Her next question begins as a possible statement and 
therefore appears to contribute her own knowledge to the situation (1.18 and 20). Alice 
apparently colludes, freating Eve's question as a statement by not answering it 
specifically (although a non-verbal 'nod' might have been given), but still continues 
with her 'informing' (1.21, 23-24). Eve maintains her position as knowledgeable while 
still receiving information. In bringing the sequence towards a close Kathy and Alice 
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evoke the broader common identity of 'parent' (1.26-27) by indicatmg that this is a 
service which any parent could legitimately take an interest in, not just a new parent or 
even a parent of a child with a disability. They are mvitfrig all group members not just 
Eve to see themselves as beneficiaries of Alice's mformation, and Eve is no longer 
singled out in the lower status position of advice recipient. 
Leaming through difference 
The information-giving sequence is pursued by the three group members and the 
facilitator, despite it being 'off task', so it is apparently regarded as a legitimate part of 
the group members' work to seek and give information, at least about disabihty 
services. In this exchange of information no-one is put on the spot by an assumption of 
their ignorance. This is consistent with the members' stated objectives for the group as 
well as with feminist practice. Without using differences in experience it would not be 
possible to leam from each other, yet the differences in discourse identity and social 
identity that are evoked between members are apparently dispreferred even when the 
advice-recipient has asked for the advice. This difficulty is managed here by the advice-
recipient re-establishing a common discourse identity of 'informer' with other members, 
and other members constmcting a common social identity of 'mother/parent' before 
moving on. Although asking for advice seems to have awkward implications it also 
demonsfrates interactive agency on the part of the advice-seeker. The group is evidently 
a safe enough place for Eve to risk lesser status in order to gain important information. 
Segment 3: Humour and stories re-establish commonality 
Similar features appear in this next segment, where a novice member is caught by 
surprise by new information. A more experienced mother's story about negotiating her 
child's access to school shocks the novice with the news that a child with Down's 
syndrome cannot automatically enroll in a regular primary school, and she asks for more 
information. The talk is more emotionally charged than the previous segment because it 
challenges expectations about children's rights to mtegrated education. Again the 
advice-seeker shows mteractive agency, and again there is collaborative work done to 
restore commonality before the matter can be closed. 
This talk arises mformally while some members are waiting for others to finish an 
individual exercise before discussmg it in the group. Two more experienced mothers, 
Susan and Alice, supported by the facilitator, are exuberantly producing an ironic 
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metaphor for thefr situation as "always being on thefr best behavior", when the tone and 
the discourse identities of this talk suddenly shift with the novice's hushed question. 
While the answer is initially delivered bluntly in a way that pays little attention to its 
dispreferred nature, both parties quickly make efforts to repafr the awkwardness. The 
experienced mothers downgrade the value of thefr knowledge while the novice mother 
neatly steps aside to comment on her own position, and together they eventually 
produce a common story topic and common story-teller discourse identities that repafr 
the differences created by the exchange. 
1 Susan: ... this is the thing that gives you the shits a bit I mean they have to say >oh yes he 
2 came come< like he can't just go and-
3 ((several lines deleted)) 
4 
5 
6 Susan: and I just resent that I feel like you know (.) 
7 Alice: begging your child- begging for [your child to be (.2) 
8 Susan: [yeh? 
9 Alice: allowed to come. 
10 Susan: [have to wait for final appro: :val 
11 Kathy: [so you're on your best behaviour 
12 AUce: WE'VE BEEN ON OUR BEST BEHAVIOUR FOR YEARS (HHH) 
13 (): (HH) 
14 Susan: I'VE BEEN ON ( ) YE:ARS- (SINCE) MARIA'S IN GRADE SIX- SIX YEARS 
15 I'VE BEEN ON MY BEST BEHAVIOUR! 
16 Trudy: *can't you just go to your local school* 
17 Susan: *no.* (.2) 
18 Trudy: even if they've got a special ed unit there 
19 Susan: no I don't think- it seems a matter of >no you can't just go anywhere you want<. 
20 Kathy: there have [to be resources 
21 Siisan: [it has to be appro::ved (.) 
22 Trudy: by? 
23 Susan: *the guidance officer and the Education Department* yeh that's the [way it is 
24 Trudy: [guidance officer? (.) is that something I should know (.) now? 
25 Susan: no don't worry about it no don't worry about it tiU you've got to! 
26 Alice: WHEN YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE ON YOUR BEST BEHAVIOUR DON'T!-
27 JUST LEAVE IT A COUPLE OF [YEARS HH) 
28 Trudy: [I had to book into ((preschool)) the other day for the year 2002 and she's 
29 fifth on a list for twenty kids! 
30 Kathy: what was that you did? 
31 Alice: at least [you're smart enough to go and 
32 Trudy: [went to the kindy the local one I walk to because they had an open day 
(Session 6:5) 
A collaborative metaphor of experience and irony 
A highly collaborative 'story snippet' of tiie experience motiiers have of securing a 
place for their children in a regular school is constioicted by Susan and Alice (1.1-15). 
Susan's complaint (1.1-6) is bolstered by Ahce's 'echo complaint' (1.7 and 9) altiiough 
the evidence that she is also complaining on her own behalf does not come until a few 
lines later when she says "we". Kathy gives a supportive formulation tiiat is to become a 
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popular metaphor for this aspect of the mothers' experience, "being on your best 
behaviour" (1.11), and Alice uses this metaphor to build both commonality and agency. 
She consolidates the collaborative work of the immediately previous talk by using 'we' 
(1.12), and she changes discourse identities from a complainant/victim to a joker/fronic 
commentator, with raised voice and laughter. This enables her to take a more active 
position in relation to the topic of accessing integrated services, and creates a resource 
for the group to use later, fronic humor (themes developed in Chapter 7). Other 
members respond with laughter, taking up the shift in stance, and Susan accepts the 
invitation of Alice's 'we' to identify with her account, by continuing in the same vein 
(1.14). There is a sfrong sense of shared experience, of pain faced defiantly, and froubles 
laughed and cried over. 
Commonality is shattered 
Yet this commonality is only partial and fleeting. It is suddenly broken when Trudy 
interrupts the escalating joke and quietly asks her disbelieving question "can't you just 
go to your local school?" in a serious tone that confrasts markedly with the previous 
sequence (1.16). Susan's volume drops abruptly to match Trudy's but her blunt answer 
(1.17) initially fails to show the hesitations and modifiers that normally soften 
dispreferred answers (Pomerantz, 1984). She has apparently been caught out by Trudy's 
question just as Trudy was by her story. Perhaps this is why Trudy again challenges 
Susan's account: the answer should show that it is likely to be dispreferred, and yet 
there are no interactional clues that it is (1.18). If Susan had given appropriate delayers 
before delivering the bad news about enrohnent in school, Trudy would have heard not 
just the answer but also that Susan understood the answer to be potentially upsetting. 
Trudy's "even if...", delivered without rising intonation, questions the completeness of 
Susan's answer and continues to express shock. Susan then adopts the disjointed speech 
typical of delivery of bad news, downgrading her "no" to the less certam "I don't think" 
and "it seems", before reiterating conclusively her real message, "that's the way it is" 
(1.19-23). So, in mteractional terms, when Trudy expresses ambivalence (is she seeking 
information or challenging it?) Susan matches this with some ambiguity of her own, 
offering her expertise both tentatively and authoritatively. Consequently the stark 
identity difference between advice-seeker and advice-giver, created m the ffrst question 
and answer sequence, is effectively reduced. 
171 
This interaction can also be looked at in terms of social identity construction. The social 
identity which Alice's "we" has referred to, of mother of a child with a disability, is 
split mto 'experienced' and 'new' mother by Trudy's shocked reaction. The group 
members' fears that they will be "brought down by others' negative experiences" 
(expressed m the group's ffrst session) are mdeed real, and so 'difference' becomes both 
a resource and an interactive challenge to manage. The experienced mothers here show 
that they cope with their froubles m part by using frony and sohdarity, but these are 
sfrategies that a newer mother like Trudy has apparentiy not yet had to leam. Yet 
although Trudy's question requfres other members to shift thefr conversation 
dramatically, they freat this as part of the group's work. Leaming from each others' 
experience requires being available to each other to deal with the consequences of new 
knowledge. With sharing the bad news comes the responsibility to restore equanimity, 
and this is what is achieved in the next part of the talk. 
A reflexive shift 
Tmdy continues her advice-seeker role but makes an important shift by asking if indeed 
she needs to know that piece of information yet, rather than asking for the information 
itself (1.24). This time she is an advice-seeker asking whether she needs to be one: a 
reflexive question that 'meta' comments on her discourse identity. Rather than asking 
further about disenfranchised rights to services, which threatens to be more 'bad news' 
in which she is positioned as without relevant experience, she distances herself from 
that discourse. In this way she achieves greater agency, self-consciously positioning 
herself as able to choose which information to be subjected to, and made a subject of 
A common stance 
Susan freats this as an opportunity to offer reassurance and retum to a lighter tone, 
which Alice then reinforces (1. 25-27). Susan, and then Alice, adopt reciprocal discourse 
identities as advice-givers to Tmdy and follow Tmdy's lead into a 'good motherhood 
discourse', but re-infroduce the fronic humor stance. Susan's answer to Tmdy is an 
injunction to be reassured, and Alice's repeats the injunction with humor and a retum to 
the 'best behavior' metaphor that has marked off the experienced fh)m the newer 
mothers earlier. The humor provides a stance of 'critical commentator' fix)m which the 
experienced mothers can instmct the newer mother in the ways of good motherhood 
ironically, communicating that being a 'good mother' does not mean always being on 
your 'best behavior'. Alice and Susan still hold sfrong, collaborative 'experienced 
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mother' social identities and Tmdy reciprocates as a new mother, yet they are re-
connected through joint ironic commentary. 
Story-telling as a common activity 
Tmdy comphes with Susan's injunction 'not to worry until you have to'. She abandons 
the topic of integration services, and instead tells a story that is related but not about 
disabihty, infroducing a topic-shift. The topic of talk becomes 'access to preschool' 
where there is not the same difficulty for a child with a developmental disabihty, and 
this story belongs to a general motherhood discourse (1.28-29). Kathy becomes a story 
recipient (1.30) and Alice gives a very positive assessment of Tmdy's actions in the 
story (1.31), confradicting Tmdy's self-criticism in a disagreement preferred tum-shape 
typical of responses to self-derogatory comments (Pomerantz, 1984). Both are 
reinforcing Tmdy's shift to a story-telling discourse identity, from that of an 
information-seeker. As a story-teller Tmdy's own experience becomes a valued 
resource in the interaction, as opposed to her ignorance being the resource in the 
information-seeker position. The stance of mild self-mockery that Tmdy takes towards 
the story has the effect of fransforming her 'innocent novice' identity to that of 'ironic 
novice', matching the ironic tone infroduced earlier by the experienced mothers. Being 
ironic creates a distance between herself and the position of being a novice. 
In the talk that immediately follows this segment (not shown due to length) four other 
members including the facilitator provide a story about pre-school enrolments from the 
same discourse. In three of them the stance towards the topic is the same as Tmdy's: a 
combination of self-criticism at thefr naivety and scandalised mock horror (which 
operates to criticise the institutional arrangements: "they just looked at me", "it seemed 
so bizarre", "you've got to be joking"). These participants therefore joined Tmdy in the 
social identity of 'general mothers' who were all novices at one time in relation to 
accessing educational services. The shift from difference to commonality is complete. 
This segment therefore shows another way to deal with the dispreferred but necessary 
differences in social identity evoked by sharing experiences: if the novice mother cannot 
be reconstmcted as an experienced mother, then the other members can reconstmct 
themselves as newer mothers. It seems preferable for all rpembers to take a common 
identity than for one to be isolated. This segment also highlights the sophistication of 
the group's quite ordinary interactions. Multiple discourses, identities and topics are 
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juggled to mamtam an interactive climate where experiences can be shared and learnt 
from without novices being humihated. In a learning and support group, this means that 
leaming can exist side by side with support. 
Segment 4: A deviant case 
In the segment below many of the same initial features appear as in the previous two 
segments, although in truncated form, and without the sort of work done in the previous 
two segments to restore common identities. It is this episode's very brevity that seems 
to obviate the need for those careful restorative interactions identified as part of the 
group's work to allow both leaming and support, fri this segment, during the 'Web' 
activity where members throw each other a ball of wool and identify a source of 
connection with that person, hence creating a group 'web', one member refers famiharly 
(using an acronym) to a disability service that another mother has not heard of 
1 Alice: ((throws to Yasmin and addresses Yasmin)) throw to Yasmin (.) not very well (.) 
2 sor- and I imi-1 think (.) one of the things I c- connected with >over the last couple 
3 of weeks< was with- you're thinking about sending Simon to SEDU ((spelt out)) 
4 and the questions that you had (.) about that? which were similar to the way I did 
5 that? 
6 Yasmin: he starts on Thursday? (hh) see how that goes? 
7 Eve: what's S E D U 
8 Alice: Special Education Unit 
9 Eve: oh 
10 Yasmin: I'm throwing it back to you Alice 
11 Alice: (hhh) 
(Session 5:2) 
A request is heeded 
Ahce mentions the disability service "S.E.D.U." during her tum to Yasmin (1.1-4), and 
Eve waits until Yasmin has replied before asking her clarifymg question (1.6). However, 
Alice's prompt answer to Eve's question (1.7) indicates that tiie question is regarded as 
warranted despite its msertion into the regular proceedings. While Alice's and Yasmm's 
discourse identities follow the group pattem (for this exercise) of account-giver and 
respondent. Eve enters tiie talk in an information-seeker discourse identity. Eve is 
clearly a 'new' mother of a child with a disability who needs to ask such a question, 
whereas Ahce's social identity as an 'experienced' motiier of a child witii a disability is 
constmcted by her familiar use of an acronym, and continued when she takes up tiie 
discourse identity of 'information-giver'. 
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Difference is ignored 
Eve accepts Alice's answer with her reception "oh", which commonly signals receipt of 
news (Heritage, 1984). Yasmin waits for the question-answer-response sequence to be 
completed before she resumes her tum without apparent dismption (1.9). Unlike in the 
previous segments the effect of the advice exchange is ignored, but paradoxically, this 
minimises dismption because it is a fleeting event taking no more than a few seconds. 
In this analysis of three instances of advice-giving addressing information gaps in 
knowledge about disability services, I discovered several interactional pattems: 
• Standard question-answer-response stmctures enable members to intermpt normal 
proceedings to ask for and receive the information they want; 
• Such intermptions are accepted as part of the group's work; 
• The discourse identities of advice-seeker and advice-giver, combined with the topic 
of disability services and a discourse of 'mothering care', constmct 'new' and 
'experienced' mother social identities; 
• Differences opened up by these activities are closed again as quickly and smoothly 
as possible before the normal proceedings are resumed, sometimes by constmcting a 
common social identity. 
REQUESTED ADVICE 
The second type of requested advice appearing in the group is a self-conscious and 
explicit request for normative advice that leads to an extended conversation. This talk 
shows due deference to the dehcacy of evoking a marked difference in knowledge, but 
nonetheless accepts the asymmetrical relationships long enough to give the advice-
seeker extensive suggestions. There were only two such conversations recorded, both 
occurring in later sessions, and recorded when talk continued after the group session. As 
they are both long segments, I will only include one in this analysis. 
Segment 5: An extended sequence of multiple advices 
The social identities of 'new' and 'experienced' mother of a child with a disabihty are 
again constmcted in this advice-giving activity, and again the interaction shows due 
regard for group affiliation. One mother cautiously asks for advice about whether to 
take her twelve month-old daughter, who has Down's syndrome, to playgroup and if so, 
how to handle others' reactions. Otiier mothers respond supportively, but approach the 
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dehcate business of giving exphcit advice very cautiously, showing thefr experience in 
what they say but also in the care they take to give quahfied and multiple options. 
Eventually the advice covers five different 'solutions': trying 'non-playgroup' types of 
play experience, removing the mother's expectation that good mothering involves 
organising early playgroup experiences, trying and leaving if it does not suit, attending 
playgroup for her child's sake, and visiting another mother with similar aged children. 
At the conclusion of the segment, the new mother may still be unsure what to do, but 
she can legitimately feel that whatever she chooses is acceptable. The new mother's 
tums are highlighted in bold type to show how she requests and receives the advice. 
1 Trudy: ((pause)) just while um (.) before you go >I just want to ask you a quick 
2 question< it might be too diffic(hh)ult (.) I've been avoiding taking Eliza to (.) 
3 playgroup because (.) I'd get the:re (.) and I'd have to explai:n that she's just 
4 sitting (.) that she's got Down's syndrome (.) what it means and (.) >is there 
5 an easy way to< (.) get past that?- get through that- just I avoid (.) groups (.) 
6 of people (.) with kids= 
7 (): [mmm 
8 Trudy: (=where-
9 Alice: I don't know I think that -
10 Trudy: [Q their different things 
11 Alice: [that's probably the stuff that was probably (.) not easier because you had another 
12 child but just (.) so you had to do it (.) so you got used to it kindof (.) [more easily 
13 Trudy: yeh cos I keep thinking >I'I1 wait till she can crawl cos what fun is a 
14 playgroup for her if she's just sitting there?< (.) but then >I visit a lady I was 
15 with in hospital and she's got a kid the same age and they sit and they clap at 
16 eachother< 
17 Ahce: yeh. 
18 Trudy: y'know so I think that she would enjoy it but I just (.) have been avoiding= 
19 Susan: =yeh I know-
20 Trudy: it's just too hard that situation 
21 Susan: because the thing is- you might-1 don't know about this 
22 ((inaudible as another conversation between Jasmin and Trudy happens simultaneously)) 
23 
24 Alice: I've never- I've never ever been to a playgroup in my hfe so I can't say y'know 
25 that was ever something I wanted (.) [to do so::: 
26 Trudy: [*( ) it's a group of strangers as well (.) I hate going to a party ( ) like* (.) I 
27 won't go to somewhere that's [() 
28 Susan: [I mean I don't necessarily think you've got to go to a playgroup (.) I went with-1 
29 went with Josh because I really liked the facil- I went to hke a- it wasn't at 
30 peoples' homes it was like a -
31 Alice: wasthata() 
32 Susan: ye: :ah it was at a youth club sortof thing (.) and they had lots of- lots of equipment 
33 and stuff so 1 sortof went (.) not so much (.) necessiuily (.) to 
34 Alice: so sometimes-1 don't know whether you- its in- the PC- one of the places I used to 
35 go with Sam was just to the (.) PCYC which had a kindof a kindergym- a kindof a 
36 baby- its not like Gymbaroo like its really cheap (.) and its::: 
37 Kathy: three dollars a session 
38 Alice: yeh three dollars a session and (.) >and its sortof much easier< because you don't 
39 have to interact, >do you know what I mean?< its a fim thing that they do:: (.) um 
40 (.) probably a- a bit young yet cos its more kindof moving around (.) do you loiow 
41 what I mean? like it's a bit easier and then you could have conversations then they 
42 were- if you felt like it >but you didn't have to? you know what I mean<? whereas 
43 Iguessplaygroup'smor::e 
44 Susan: yeh? I don't know that you even have to actually explain it? like I don't think that 
45 there's any real need for you-1 don't know what do you think-1 don't know that 
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Alice: 
Dianne 
( ) : 
Susan: 
there's any need to explain anything- I think if someone asks you (.) its soon 
enough? 
Dianne: *but you always feel that you have to- I'm in the same situation* I've been to two 
different playgroups to check fbem out (.) and cos I've got the two of them it 
makes it even more difficult- chasing one like a sheepdog going >don't go there 
don't go there< cos now she's walking (HH) ( ) >then I'm holding the odier one 
cos he's screaming his head off cos he doesn't like going to new places anyway< 
anditsjust-= 
yeh 
and I've been to two- one of them I just went to the door and like (.2) absolutely 
no way? (.) a:nd I think you've got to be able to say >I don't have to go there if I 
don't want to< and if I don't like it (.) or if the kids don't like it (.) I don't have to 
go back- sometimes you think (.) >rve got to go to a playgroup because that's 
what kids do?< 
Trudy: [yeh that's Q 
(Dianne): [sure you've got to get out but= 
Susan: =>but see the thing is< I feel that passionately I mean >rm probably the only 
person that I know that beUeves this< (.) T don't think Idds need to do that? 
no. 
> ( ) kids don't need to do that? until tiiey're three or?-1 mean its pro::ven-1 don't 
now why eyery(hh) one's OBS- OBSESSED ABOUT SOCIALISING KIDS 
(when) they're five months (hh) old y'know-1 think when kids are little- but again 
don't- don't- I'm always hesitant- I'm certainly not saying this to influence you 
but I don't think kids need to go to playgroup when they're two?-
Trudy: no 
Susan: kids need to be home [with their families ( ) 
Trudy: [yeh I'm happy to keep her at home but ( ) will she get used to other kids? 
Susan: but she will though? (.) I mean when kids are round-1 mean I think the classic age 
is three? when- when kindy starts? is that age where they- y'know they say that 
kids start to be playing alongside another child, and it's not even then imtil- until 
preschool age-
I think it depends though on (.) it's abou- >like I think kids enjoy other kids 
company a lot before three<. (.) but it's about= 
=it's not like they're going to be scarred forever [if they don't-
[its not that they're going to be scarred forever but (.) there's that (.) they do 
enjo::y (.) >but its about whether you have the opportunities for that and it 
doesn't have to be a structured<= 
=yeh yep= 
=kindof thing? but some people don't have (.) fiie::nds who have kids or-
(Susan): yeh 
Alice: [so they're the sortof things 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Alice: 
Susan 
Alice: 
.((inaudible as Tmdy asks Dianne questions about services she is using and whether they 
provide social opportunities for child; Susan and AUce are continuing their conversation on 
the topic simultaneously)) 
Dianne: just need to find some- >two other people say? with the same age kids and you'd 
be right wouldn't you really?< (.3) 
Susan: but I think with those hard things you just go::tta:: do it. I don't think there's an 
answer to it? 
(): 0 
Alice: [but one of the thing- the only thing I think about some of those experiences is that 
(.2) you do need those experience because you're going to get it at VinHy= 
Susan: =yep 
Alice: you're going to get it at school= 
Susan: =yeh 
Alice: and that (.) the chances are by getting out there (.) you're actually going to meet 
people who are going to be allie::s when it comes to your child going to school? 
because they're going to know your child from such an early age and accept your 
child.= 
Trudy: [yeh thats part of it as well-
Alice: [and that (.) and that 
Trudy: [() in the area 
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108 AUce: [you know its aU that being on your best beh(hh)aviour thing sometimes but it is 
109 (.2) sometimes it seems like a real grind but its for later down the track rather than 
110 Trudy: that's it- that's why I think (.) it's for a very selfish reason >I think I've got to 
111 keep ringing up this lady I met in hospitaK so at least 
112 AUce: yeh 
113 Trudy: her daughter and my daughter (.) know each other 
114 AUce: yeh 
115 Trudy: you know and I sortof think I should do this (hh) just so 
116 Dianne: how old's yoiu: daughter? 
117 Trudy: um 14 months= 
118 Dianne: =oh right same as mine 
119 Trudy: but she's only little (.) ye: :h 
120 Dianne: yeh *she can come and play with us* 
121 Trudy: (hhh) 
122 Dianne: I know we live a long way away 
123 Trudy: (hh) 
124 Dianne: but she can come and play? (hh) Liam is just sitting up too so 
(Segment 6:27-30) 
Delicate support 
Trudy explicitly positions herself as a new mother when she asks for advice about 
whether she should be taking her baby to a playgroup, but allows for participants' 
possible avoidance of advice-giving by using qualifiers: "just before you go... a quick 
question... it might be too difficult" (1.1-2). Alice (1.9 on) and Susan (1.19 on) initially 
respond with supportive comments but not with advice. In these responses they each 
give a preface that could be used to discount the later advice that follows. Susan has 
some advice to give but prefaces it with "You might- I don't know about this...", 
undermining any strident authority it might have. Alice's distinction between her 
situation and Trudy's (the presence or absence of older children) could if necessary be 
used by Trudy to discount any subsequent advice from Alice, as could her admission of 
never having used a playgroup (1.24-25). 
First solution: avoid the most difficult aspects of attending playgroups 
Susan and Alice then collaborate to provide a compromise option: a playgroup that is 
not strictly speaking a playgroup but a toddlers' gym group. Story snippets of then own 
experience provide the information that a mother does not have to take her child to a 
group but if she does choose to, there are less confrontmg settings than playgroups. 
Second solution: try them out and leave if you do not like it 
Dianne enters the conversation by countering Susan's reassurance that "I don't know if 
you even have to actually explain it" (1.44), replying "but you always feel that you have 
to" (1.48). The warrant for her open disagreement is her more immediate experience, 
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demonsti-ated with an emotionally charged and detailed personal story. Her conclusion 
from this experience is similar to Susan's: the choice is hers whether to attend and 
whether to explam her child's difference (1.57-58). Dianne's use of a highly relevant 
and recent story carries her message, and positions her as a novice like Trudy, but 
nonetheless as having some relevant experience. This common identity with Trudy 
and/or the use of a story rather than a generahsed statement of opinion seem to prevent 
the need for the careful prefaces and qualifiers that the experienced mothers use in 
offering advice to Trudy, because Trudy seems to accept Dianne's advice (1.60). 
Third solution: you do not have to go to a playgroup at all 
Susan takes Dianne's story, and her direct and personal tone, as a warrant to proclaim 
her own corresponding beliefs more passionately and expansively, to give her 'real 
opinion' now that the formalities are out of the way (1.62 onwards). She maintains her 
stand even when Trudy is not entirely convinced (1.73). Although Alice does not join 
the conversation at this point, her own choice not to go to playgroups, proclauned 
earher, is tacit support of Susan's opinion. 
Fourth solution: playgroups are an investment in your child's future 
Despite having earlier confessed to never having used a playgroup, Alice then offers a 
confradictory opinion that "kids enjoy other kids' company a lot before three" (1.77-78). 
Perhaps she is responding to Trudy's reiteration of her dilemma and providing advice 
that Trudy may be wanting. In any case, it is interesting to note that Alice supports 
playgroups although she herself never attended one, and Susan adamantly supports the 
idea of not using playgroups, even though she recounts positive experiences of 
attending one. They are both working to ensure that neither thefr advice nor their own 
reported actions are taken as prescriptive for others when they are speaking from the 
'expert' position of an 'experienced mother' identity. There is then a period of indistinct 
talk when two separate conversations are proceeding, remembering that this is informal 
talk after the group session has concluded. Trudy and Dianne caucus separately while 
Alice and Susan do likewise. When Susan and Alice re-join the others Susan has also 
adopted Alice's theme, encouraging Trudy: "with those hard things you just gotta do it" 
(Susan, 1.93). Alice continues along the same lines: "it seems like a real grind but its for 
later down the frack" (Ahce, 1.109). Trudy appears, fmally, to accept this advice (1.110 
onwards). 
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Fifth solution: an invitation 
Dianne uses this natural point of closure to pick up where she left off m the earher 
separate conversation (1.91-92). Instead of advice she offers a solution that avoids the 
problem, an invitation to visit her as thefr children are of the same age (1.120 onwards). 
Dianne firmly positions Trudy as havfrig a similar identity to her, not only by the 
content of what she says but by her more dfrect style of talk. The mvitation is not 
immediately accepted, causing a pause m the conversation, and Trudy retums to her 
problem despite having supposedly accepted a solution to it. This may be an expression 
of continuing confusion or a way of handlmg the awkwardness of the invitation refusal. 
Agency, identities and affiliation 
Having presented her dilenuna and request, Trudy receives all the advice willingly with 
acknowledgment tokens and elaborations. She maintains the advice-seeker discourse 
position and demonsfrates her attentiveness to the others' comments, refiraining fix)m 
making any formulations herself until near the close when she concludes that she should 
find social opportunities for her child even though she does not enjoy them (1.115). This 
is the fourth solution presented: she has quietly continued to nurture the conversation, 
maintaining her advice-seeker discourse, perhaps until the advice she is looking for is 
given, as Sacks identified happens (Jefferson, 1992). The novice advice-seeker needs to 
both direct the advice towards her specific need and to remain an advice-recipient. 
The four group members participating in this conversation need to exercise agency in 
pursuing their own agendas in the group, yet to ensure that sufficient affiliation 
continues. For the 'experienced mothers' the task is to avoid stepping too 
enthusiastically or confidently into this advisory role while still accepting its 
responsibilities: their hesitations communicate uncertainty and bring them closer to the 
advice-seeker in status. For the new mother participating in the conversation, the task is 
to offer support appropriate to her identity as a peer: this tums out to be a story and a 
social invitation rather than explicit advice. 
Although there is not the same need for commonality to be restored in this type of 
requested advice as there is in addressing the suddenly uncovered information gaps 
discussed earlier in this chapter, there is a need for affiliation. The common discourse of 
mothering care for a child with a disability, with its doubts and stmggles, allows for all 
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the mothers to be searching for answers together. This very last conversation of the 
group appears to have been made possible by the work done by members throughout the 
previous sessions. While it does not often happen so exphcitly, the occurrence of advice 
requested and given increases as the group proceeds. This provides evidence of 
sufficient affiliation in the group for the awkwardness of requesting and giving advice 
to be minimised. It can be risky to show one's own ignorance, and to open oneself up to 
the advice (possible unpalatable) of others, but the group has many devices for 
maintaining its information and advice-giving activities while restoring the mteractive 
agency of the advice-seeker. 
UNSOLICITED ADVICE 
Instances of unsolicited advice are exfremely rare in this group, and are usually 
camouflaged as stories, accounts or opinions. This follows the pattem set in ordinary 
conversation, where advice is generally resisted, as has been mentioned above. Even in 
service encounters where advice might reasonably be expected to occur, such as health 
workers visiting new mothers (Heritage and Sefi, 1992), it is not readily accepted by the 
service recipient. This is even more likely when the advice is unsolicited, but in a group 
such as this the sense of mutuality needs to be maintained nonetheless. The following 
segment analyses the most explicit and awkward instance of unsolicited advice that 
occurs in the group. In its deviation from the normal affiliative talk, it also demonsfrates 
the dominant climate that seeks to maintain common social identities despite unequal 
exchanges of information. 
Segment 6: Resistance to asymmetrical social identities 
During informal talk just after the formal close of the fifth group session, one member 
tentatively broaches the potentially difficuh topic of diagnostic testing with Tmdy, who 
is pregnant. This gives occasion for another mother. Eve, to wam, from her own 
experience, that the testmg does not guarantee the child will have no disabihties. 
Although tills unsolicited advice is delivered by Eve with attention to its delicate nature, 
this does not prevent it being resisted by Tmdy in a way identified as typical m advice-
giving sequences in other settings, by making her own knowledge clafrns (Silverman, 
1997a). 
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1 Yasmin: Trudy um feel free to (.) not answer this question but (.) did you have um CVS? 
2 Trudy: with this one [yes 
3 Yasmin: yeh? so you've (.) that's aU been cleared? 
4 Trudy: yeh 
5 Yasmin: oh good 
6 Trudy: 47 is 47 what you're supposed to have? 
7 Yasmin: 46! (HH) 
8 (): (HHH) 
9 Trudy: 46 OH WHATEVER IT IS! (HH) 
10 (): (HH) 
11 Yasmin: 47 IS NORMALITY FOR US! 
12 (): (HH) 
13 Trudy: whatever it is (.) it is 
14 Yasmin: do you know the sex or you don't want to know die sex? 
15 Trudy: no no 
16 Eve: can I just say::? that (.) I mean I-1 didn't have CVS but had like an anmiocentesis? 
17 (.) you know like and (.) so I was actually under the impression that my child was 
18 okay::? . um >you know like cos they offer that to you when you're 35< and you 
19 know because and like >they don't? teU you< that there's a milUon other= 
20 Trudy: [other things 
21 Eve: [=things that your child can have? >and I'm not trying to sa(hh)y that in any< () 
22 Trudy: oh I know that (hh) 
23 Eve: [but you know like that whole idea-
24 (): [(no need to ask) 
25 Eve: but you know like all the chromosomes are there and all the little bite are there and 
26 you know your child's fine? oh beauty? (.3) 00::H!! y'know hey oh btthh!! 
27 SORRY! (HHH) 
28 (): [that's right () 
29 Eve: [JUST BLEW THAT ONE 
30 Dianne: itjust makes the fall a bit harder. 
31 Eve: ye: :ah (.) and you do go through that stuff (.) >so I do now when people talk about 
32 that stuff I think well yeh [it might pick up a couple of them but<= 
33 Trudy: [=they might pick up so much but what about the rest of the things 
34 Eve: you know does (.) >and then the other thing since finding out about ((child's 
35 disability)) you know< there's this whole (.) huge list ofthat form you fill out for 
36 Centrelink ((social security oflTice)) (.) you know there's about twenty= 
37 Trudy: =never fill out that in hospital a few days after the baby's (hh) born you look 
38 at it and you just get so depre(hh)ssed Q 
(Session 5:29) 
A delicate topic 
Yasmin introduces the topic of pre-natal diagnostic testing for disabilities, in this case a 
test known as CVS (1.1). The delicate nature of the topic can be seen in Yasmin's 
preface "feel free not to answer this question but..." and by her use of delayers ("um"), 
which acknowledge that her question may be intiiiding on the other's privacy. This 
delicacy is also evident in the cautious answer given by Tmdy, which volunteers more 
than the minimal information required but not the cmcial information Yasmin is 
seeking, that is, the test results (1.2). The exchange proceeds unproblematically tiiough, 
as Tmdy answers Yasmin, and then volunteers more detail (1.4, 6). 
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Members restore common identity after a 'slip' 
When Tmdy's answer befrays ignorance, or at least a momentary slip, about the 
relevant number of chromosomes (both are mothers of children with Down's syndrome, 
which is caused by an exfra chromosome), this is freated as a joke by both Yasmin and 
Tmdy (1.7-10). Yasmin is here displaying more knowledge but gives Tmdy the 
opportunity to take on a joker discourse identity matching her own, and extends this 
with another joke that creates affiliation by appealing to thefr common experiences 
(1.11), and Tmdy responds in kind (1.13). Yasmin then does some further work to restore 
the common identity of 'mother' by asking the sort of question any pregnant mother can 
answer, and in which incidentally there is no right or wrong answer (1.14). This chunk 
of talk shows how a marked difference in social identities (between 'new mother' and 
'experienced mother') that is invoked inadvertently is reversed. Yasmin has 
successfully opened a new and delicate topic which, being common to many mothers, 
could be expected to be fruitful for the conversation that is now unguided by the 
facilitator. She also takes responsibihty for restoring a sense of commonality when 
Tmdy's slip threatens to lessen her interactional status. 
Advice is given 
Eve enters the talk (1.16-19) continuing the topic of diagnostic testing but using a 
discourse identity of advice-giver. She signals that her tum may be out of place and 
delicate by the preface "can I just sa/ ' , and modifiers ("like", "you know", and "um"). 
Additionally, her use of "actually" works to alert the listeners to the vital and 
unwelcome confrast that is coming, between the reassurance created by the tests and the 
shock of having a child with a disability. That she is speaking of her own painful 
experience is evident in her use of reported speech and especially the unfranscribable 
utterances that convey intense negative emotion (1.26). Although these features are part 
of a story, subsequent tums show that they are also advice. That Tmdy orients to this 
story as implicit advice is shown in her immediate and continuing demonsfrations of her 
own knowledge. It is also shown in Eve's protestations that she is not meaning to be 
offensive. Finally, Eve's story coda (1.31-32) shows that the story is told to teach. 
Resistance 
Tmdy, however, resists Eve's advice by joining her as a co-^tory-teller rather than as an 
advice-recipient, finishing her sentence (1.20). Eve immediately orients to Tmdy's 
stance and tags a disclaimer onto her story that acknowledges that what she is saying 
183 
might be taken as advice-giving (1.21). Tmdy's next statement, with a mitigatfrig laugh, 
claims knowledge either of what Eve has been saying or of Eve's intentions (1.22), 
echoing the knowledge clauns found amongst new mothers receivfrig professional 
advice (Heritage, 1992). Eve then accounts for her story-advice with further story 
details including reported speech that adds sfrength to her account as objective reality 
(Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998). The non-specific namfrig of events and the laughter in this 
talk indicate its continuing delicacy. 
Empathy 
Tmdy's resistance to an ascribed and lower status identity of advice-recipient, and 
Eve's pursuit of the topic, creates an awkward interaction that Dianne then steps in to 
repair. She orients to Eve's story as a frouble rather than as advice, and responds with a 
formulation about feelings that expresses empathy with Eve, making Eve not Tmdy the 
focus (1.30). In doing this, Dianne takes up the reciprocal discourse identity of story-
recipient available to her, as she is not the advice recipient. Eve acknowledges Dianne's 
support and gives the story coda that shows she is indeed instmcting other mothers m 
the potential dangers of tmsting the technology (1.31-32). This justification gives a 
warrant for her advice. Tmdy again joins Eve in completing this statement (1.33), 
effectively making the advice-recipient a hypothetical third person rather than herself 
A new topic 
Eve begins a further statement on the topic before correcting herself (1.34) and shifting 
topics, while maintaining the complaint discourse, to disability services. This topic is 
both further evidence of Eve's experience and an opportunity for Tmdy to demonstrate 
her experience, as it is an experience all mothers of children with a disability will 
presumably have had, and so creates commonality. Perhaps it is Dianne's empathy that 
has made it possible for Eve to leave aside her salutary tale: counselling theory would 
support this view. The symmetry of relationships is collaboratively restored when Tmdy 
joins in with her own story-advice (1.37-38), although it is obviously not real advice 
intended for anyone present since it relates to events they have all been through. IX 
serves rather to display her experience and to collaborate in constmcting a cormnon 
social identity of 'mother of a child with a disability'. Tmdy successfully tums the 
advice-giving attempt into a collaborative account that demonsfrates her knowledge, 
and effectively resists the advice as unnecessary while agreeing with its tiuth. 
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Eve's advice, originating in her own painful experience, has been given uninvited but 
with due attention to its delicacy. In many cases such awareness of the problematic 
nature of an utterance would be sufficient to maintain social solidarity (Silverman, 
1997a). However, this time it is not sufficient to prevent Tmdy's resistance. This 
resistance reclaims the interactional agency that has been lost by being positioned as an 
advice-recipient by another member. This group's strong preference is for the 
symmetrical relationships that are possible, even if only momentarily, between members 
holding common social identities. 
AN ARTFUL BALANCE OF COMMONALITY AND DIFFERENCE 
"while the relevant local categories troubles teller and troubles recipient 
constitute a fitted pair, ... the categories troubles teller and advice-giver (do 
not) " (Jefferson & Lee, 1992) 
Seen through a CA lens, the group members' intricate weaving of purposes and 
practices, laid out in this first data chapter to focus specifically on the 'group 
participants', is artful. Gubrium follows Garfinkel in using the term 'artful' to describe 
"how adroitly, spontaneously, resourcefully, and creatively people accomplish social 
order" (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997, p. 123). The reality produced in interaction here is 
one of both commonality of experience and identity, and difference. By examining overt 
instances of advice-giving, where differences are inevitably invoked, the affiliative 
nature of the group is clearly discemable. This is because the occurrence of advice 
within troubles talk is usually problematic, as Jefferson and Lee's quote above shows: 
the discourse identities of troubles teller and advice-giver are actually both 'speakers' 
not 'recipients' and are therefore in competition. One does not lose interactional status 
by telling a trouble but one immediately does if advice is given as a remedy for that 
trouble. Advice given in the context of a community-based women's group, then, raises 
the question of how it is managed, what it achieves, and whether it is resisted. 
The few instances of explicit advice-giving in this group are indeed 'deviant', occuring 
either as an aside to the formal proceedings of the group, or outside those proceedings 
altogether (for example after the close of the session). Most instances are information-
giving segments arising when one participant's talk has revealed a gap in another's 
knowledge, and the latter spontaneously requests further information from the former. 
Although there is no normative dimension to this advice, there is sufficient 
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awkwardness in the intermption to 'business as usual' and in the inevitable suggestion 
of one mother's ignorance, to create interactional work for the group. Alternatively, 
there are occasional instances of normative advice, requested with a meta comment (that 
is, one that names its own purpose) such as "can you give me advice about...?", and 
occurring in informal talk after the formal conclusion of sessions. The one instance of 
unsohcited normative advice serves to reinforce the dominant work that is done to 
ensure reciprocity and affiliation. 
The problem created by advice in the group is that it constmcts asymmetrical identities. 
For example, advice requires the asymmetrical but reciprocal discourse identities of 
advice-giver and advice-recipient, and these in tum help constmct the asymmetrical but 
reciprocal social identities of 'new' and 'experienced' mother. These asymmetrical 
relationships are like those identified between advising professionals and thefr clients in 
CA studies of other 'helping' settings, such as health visiting and counselling (Heritage 
& Sefi, 1992; Silverman, 1997a; ten Have, 1991). However, group members have the 
challenge of maintaining a mutually supportive environment at the same time as they 
leam. Because this community-based group requires both learning and support, 
therefore evokes both differences and affiliation, this analysis is able to point to ways in 
which the interactional dismptions caused by advice-giving can be managed without 
damage to rapport. Various conversational devices are used to repair the differences 
evoked in giving advice, including minimising the differences, shifting the topic or 
discourse, adopting common discourse identities, and freating difference as a delicate 
matter. Much of this activity is directed towards constmcting and restoring common 
social identities. For example, the combination of a discourse identity as an 'advice 
recipient', a discourse of 'mothering care', and a topic of 'disability services', allows 
some mothers to constmct themselves as experienced mothers and others as novices. 
However, altemative social identities such as simply 'mother', 'mother of a child with 
Down's syndrome', or indeed 'group member', are also evoked using different 
discourse identities, discourses, and topics. The social identities evoked by advice-
giving in this setting, that of 'new mother' and 'experienced motiier', are taken up, 
resisted, abandoned and shifted to manage the dual functions of leaming and support. 
Members use the available language resources (discourses and topics) and discourse 
identities to collaboratively constmct their identities. A motiier may be regarded as 
'new' when she receives advice, but she always retains the right and agency to step 
aside from that identity and reconstmct herself differently. 
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In the first segment the information-seeker is ambivalent towards her constmcted 
identity of new mother, and in the second, several participants adroitly collaborate to 
reduce the differences that have earlier been constmcted between the new mother and 
themselves. In the thfrd segment a deviation appears: there is no sign of dispreference 
for the social identities (of new and experienced mother) created, but the episode is 
fleeting enough for this to be perhaps the best way to minimise any differences evoked. 
These segments establish a pattem of restoration of a common identity as a solution to 
the interactional difficulty posed by the use of difference. In the fourth segment the 
analysis of an explicit request for normative advice then reveals some conditions that 
remove this need to restore common social identities, but not the underlying need for 
affiliation. Perhaps because these instances evoke questions of what might be normative 
behaviour, they also demonsfrate members' great concem for the interactive agency of 
the advice-recipient: the indignity of being discovered to be relatively ignorant is 
balanced by elaborate compensatory gestures. Finally a segment analysing resistance to 
an uncharacteristic instance of unsolicited advice reinforces the argument that this group 
is particularly adept at managing its necessary use of difference and maintaining the 
affiliation it so highly values. Each of these instances occurs in the last two group 
sessions, perhaps when sufficient affiliation has been demonsfrated. 
That the group restores symmetrical relationships under these conditions is evidence of 
its fundamentally affiliative nature. Whether the advice in this group is sfraight-forward 
factual information about disability services, or more complex normative advice, 
members pay attention to the potential difficulties caused when asymmetrical identities 
of advice-giver and advice-recipient are evoked, and work to restore common identities 
or at least to freat the advice-giving as a delicate matter. Advice delivered without 
sufficient attention to its delicacy, and unrequested advice, are both resisted. Even when 
advice is specifically requested and there is no need to restore common social identities, 
it is only cautiously given. Taken together these activities indicate a preference for 
affiliation alongside a commitment to the use of difference as a resource in the group. 
With the exception of the unsolicited advice, they all occur within 'mothering care' 
discourses where mothers seek and demonsfrate expertise in the care of their child's 
care and upbringing, and the topic is related to accessing oiMegotiating a service. Usfrig 
discourse identities of advice-seeker and giver, plus the 'disability care' discourse and 
the 'services' topic, allows participants to inform and question each other about 
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disability services. In the process they constmct the social identities of new and 
experienced mothers. The questions of social identity constiuction, as well as of 
leaming through differences, that are so important to femfriists and other liberatory 
practitioners, might be addressed in future by examining sunilar uiteractional 
combmations of discourse identity, topic, and discourse. 
CONCLUSION 
Estabhshing what practices and stmctures are used to constmct social identities in 
interaction allows links to be made between micro interactions and macro social 
arrangements and institutions, since social identities are regarded as significant 
embodiments of social stmcture. Attempting to build social theory from empirical data 
in a relatively new area inevitably raises methodological issues that have yet to be 
resolved. (Dingwall, 1977; Greatbatch & Dingwall, 1998; Zunmerman, 1998). 
However, in an applied CA study such as this one it is vital to go beyond the question of 
how micro interactions are accomplished, to the question of what larger purposes are 
served by these achievements. Ascribed identities can be problematic to marginahsed 
people, including mothers of children with a disability. For practitioners and theorists, 
understanding the micro-processes of identity constmction could help them support 
others in their quest to choose their own identities. 
Furthermore, the question of difference has become important to considerations of 
identity. This study indicates that while differences are essential resources in a society 
understood in poststmctural terms, they still cannot be evoked without interactional 
cost. Solutions exist, however, in pajdng simultaneous attention to sfrengthening 
commonalities. Later in the thesis (see Chapter 8) I will explore the significance of 
these dialogues across difference for the women themselves and for the broader 
community. Returning to the group facilitator's domain, this chapter shows the 
importance of allowing multiple identities. A group skillful enough to negotiate its 
differences smoothly and ensure an affiliative climate offers a safe, secure environment 
for risky talk. I will extend the notions of safe and risky talk, and of member and 
facilitator initiative in talk, in Chapter 9, where they form part of a conversational 
approach to understanding the work of community-based women's leaming and support 
groups. 
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Troubles are cenfral to counselling, but as the previous chapter argued, they hold an 
intriguing position in facilitated groupwork because at least some of the time the 
participant is seeking the experiences of other group participants rather than the 
expertise of the facilitator. Participants understand what they do not know, as Sacks 
declared they must in order to redefine thefr experience as a frouble (Jefferson, 1989), 
but the experts they come to are people in sunilar situations to themselves. Like froubles 
talk in ordinary conversation, the froubles recipients express great concem for the 
froubles-teller, but may well have any advice they give rejected if it is not sufficiently 
attentive to the lesser status of being an advice-recipient. However, it is not easy for 
group participants to side-step this issue, because displaying one's froubles to peers is 
one of the group's main purposes. They show a heightened sensitivity to overcoming 
this issue and additional efforts to restore valued identities and agency. Troubles talk 
has afready been shown in the previous chapter to be a useful analytic tool for social 
work research to borrow from CA. This chapter identifies 'discourse identities', 'social 
identities', and 'advice-giving' as other CA concepts with potential for research into 
social work interventions. 'Advice-giving' appears an anomalous addition for social 
work, and without the CA method it may never indeed have been highlighted, but the 
'unmotivated scan' of CA has shown that whatever the professional views about 
'advice' it is important to participants, even while it continues to be problematic. These 
concepts, then, add an empirical dimension to descriptions of 'consciousness-raising', 
and in doing so may also contribute something to the poststmctural feminist politics of 
identity and difference. The contributions to both poststmctural feminist theory and CA 
theory are represented in Figure 6. 
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FIGURE 6: RELATION TO CA AND POSTSTRUCTURAL FEMINIST THEORY 
THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 
FINDINGS 
CONTRIBUTIONS 
CONVERSATION 
ANALYSIS 
Advice-giving in 'helping' 
institutional settings: 
Sensitivity to status inequalities 
evoked by advice-giving; 
Resistance to unsolicited advice; 
Troubles talk requires an 
acknowledged 'expert' in 
professional settings 
Sensitivity to agency and 
status of advice-recipient is 
heightened m community-
based women's group 
Resistance to unsolicited advice 
is present even in an affilaitive 
group setting 
In a community-based group 
setting the professional is an 
expert on the process but not on 
the 'trouble' 
The dispreference for explicit 
advice is also present in 
affiliative groups: troubles 
tellers are not seeking advice 
The affiliative group setting 
makes both rapport AND 
advice-giving possible 
Social identity = discourse 
identity + discourse + topic 
POSTSTRUCTURAL 
FEMINISM 
How dialogue is possible across 
differences: politics of difference 
versus identity politics 
How feminist groupwork 
increases personal agency of 
participants 
Community-based women's 
groups are strongly affiliative 
Community-based women's 
groups use members' differences 
as a resource for leaming 
Multiple, fluid social identities 
are constmcted to manage 
differences in an affiliative 
climate 
A 'home base' of others with 
common identity provides mutual 
identification and the security 
needed to embrace difference 
Within community-based 
feminist groupwork both leaming 
through difference, and support 
through mutual identification, are 
possible 
These findings also add a group context to CA's exploration of advice-giving, finding 
similar dilemmas to those identified in counselling and other one-to-one helping, but 
also what may be novel solutions to the issues. In tiie group, the participants do not have 
a problem justifying their presence because they are ostensibly there to help themselves 
and not each other, and so any help to each other can be seen as incidental. Even tiie 
facilitator is not there as an expert on the participants' froubles, but to ensure the smootii 
mnning of the group, and so the 'professional gaze' identified in poststiiictural critiques 
of 'helping services' is avoided (Miller & Silverman, 1995). The professional gaze 
problem is avoided also because the facilitator does not have any additional institutional 
roles, such as 'disability services social worker', outside that of facilitator. Here 
poststmcttiral thought and CA are in tandem: in tiieir sUidy of healtii visitors' advice to 
new mothers. Heritage and Sefi find tiiat "The ultimate dilemma of advice-giving as a 
ticket of entry (for the health visitor of new mothers) may be that it can only be bought 
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by spoilfrig the ball game" (Heritage & Sefi, 1992, p.413). That is, tiie need to justify 
one's presence as an expert leads to giving unwelcome, and therefore interactionally 
dismptive, advice, which threatens the very 'helping relationship'. In the community-
based group, the 'expert' role is not one of advice-giver. For the participants, giving 
advice may sometimes be part of thefr role, but can be accommodated within the 
affiliative and reciprocal relationships of the group. Furthermore, if advice-giving is 
uncommon in this group, the question remains as to how the majority of leaming 
occurs. This is the subject of the next chapter, where the group's sfrong sense of 
affiliation identified in this analysis is maintained through members' storyteller 
identities, and stories are simultaneously implicit vehicles for leaming. 
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CHAPTER 6 
HEARING TROUBLES, TELLING STORIES 
INTRODUCTION 
"Women brought together can offer each other support, validation and strength, 
and a growing sense of personal awareness, in a way that is difficult to achieve 
otherwise" (Butler & Wintram, 1991 p.l) 
Community-based women's groups such as the one studied here could be described as 
'learning and support groups'. Yet as the analysis of advice-seeking and advice-giving 
as a 'deviant format' in the previous chapter shows, the co-existence of both leaming 
and support cannot be taken for granted. In this chi^ter, the member-based 
communication format of the group in which leaming and support become inseparable 
is explored further. What was exceptional about the advice activities studied in Chapter 
5 was that their explicit nature threatened the sense of commonality in the group by 
eliciting differences in social identity and inequalities in interactive agency. The care 
taken to restore a sense of cohesion was an indication of the group's preferred affihative 
style of interaction, which will be expanded upon in this chapter. Using this affihation 
as a base, (along with the facilitator's language resources and interactional stmctures), 
the members are able to go on to other achievements. 
Although being an obvious advice-recipient about a trouble is problematic when it 
comes as a surprise, or is initiated by another, members do frequently identify thefr 
froubles and find remedies to them. The difference is that these activities are more 
commonly accomplished without the lessening of interactional status and evoking of 
asymmetrical identities that come from unexpectedly being caught out as 'ignorant'. 
One of the ways members in this group show their interactional cohesiveness while 
achieving this exchange of leaming, that is, creating a leaming and support group, is by 
telling what are known in CA as 'second stories'. When participants respond to each 
other's experiences with some of their own, 
"Its not just that it happens that people find thefr own experiences, its thefr 
business conversationally, to do just that. Its not that they're lost in tiieir own 
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fantasies but that they're absolutely at the service of the person they're talking 
with when they are lost in thefr own .., remembrances... of just the sort of thing 
that tiie other person has just told them" (Sacks, 1992a p.260). 
When participants tell stories in an affiliative envfronment such as this group, they 
know they will probably invoke this response: they are throwing out an invitation for a 
second story. For facilitators of groups such as this, q)preciating what the participants 
are accomplishing between themselves (that is, in the informal format) helps us to 
encourage those interactions. Stories emerged as important in the hterature survey for 
this study because they resonate with feminism, poststmcturalism, groupwork, and CA. 
However, second stories, the subject of this chapter, emerged as of special interest from 
a scan of all story types evident in the group. Whereas stories can be studied for features 
such as thefr prefaces and codas to indicate how they are made 'tellable' in a particular 
conversational context (Atkinson 8c Heritage, 1984; Polanyi, 1985), in this group those 
questions are afready answered by its institutional purpose and formal format (in 
Chapter 4 I have outlined how members are invited to tell accounts of themselves in the 
formal format). Second stories, on the other hand, cannot be told in the formal format. 
THE INFORMAL FORMAT 
The 'discourse of enablement' in feminist groupwork relies on a formal and an informal 
communication format, as outlined in Chapter 4. The facilitator-based formal format, 
with its two modes of 'reporting' and 'counselling, provides the initial stmcture but it is 
the member-based initiatives that fraditionally characterise feminist groupwork. They 
infroduce new language and interactional resources into the group, resources that the 
facilitator cannot provide because of her uistitutional identity. Members can provide for 
altemative discourses to those provided by the facihtator, altemative identities to that of 
'client' or even 'good group participant', and interactional choices beyond the one-to-
one of coimselling. While the formal format lays out an uiteractional stmcture that 
provides security and invites displays of froubles talk, the mformal format allows 
froubles talk to become the basis for shared experiences and mutual support. It does this 
by providing an affiliative foundation, as presented in the previous chapter. The 
informal format is more varied and unstable than the formal, and consequently harder to 
typify. Nonetheless, some features are afready identifiable, such as the group members' 
sensitivity to talk that risks widenfrig differences between them. At the same tune, risks 
are taken in order to participate, to leam and to assist each other. Later fri the thesis 
(Chapter 9) I will propose two distinguishable modes in the friformal format, talk that 
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appears to be 'ordinary conversation', and what I have named 'reconstitutive 
conversation', distfriguished by thefr degree of safety or risk. Within this framework, 
deeper froubles can be told m 'reconstitutive conversations' (where members' meanings 
and identities can be reconstituted), or stepped back from into 'ordfriary conversation'. 
What I am callfrig reconstitutive conversations are often promoted by second stories. 
SECOND STORIES 
"The sharing of common views, attractions, and energies gives women a 
connection to the world so that they do not lose their bearings. Thus the sharing 
of personal life is at the same time a grounding for social and political 
existence" (La Nauze, 1996, p.92) 
The interactive task for group members is to show support to others (Banks-Wallace, 
1998; Brook, 1996; Butier & Winfram, 1991; Kalcik, 1975; Oakley, 1992) as well as to 
participate themselves. Both the literature and the group members talk about one of the 
cenfral purposes of the group as support. 'Support' covers a variety of activities and 
experiences. While one form of support might be receiving remedies to froubles in the 
form of advice, as I have shown this is clearly not the dominant form. 'Being heard' is a 
major form of emotional support that group members provide each other. In CA, Sacks 
commented on the type of psychotherapy in which the therapists offers only 
acknowledgment tokens and never second stories, as profoundly inadequate for the 
froubles tellers because they are never sure that they have been properly understood. He 
claims "the way you find out you're not crazy is that people who you figure aren't crazy 
tell you that they've had exactly the same experience you had" (Sacks, 1992a, p.260). 
Sacks makes the observations, very pertinent to feminist groupwork, that 
"on the one hand if you haven't had an experience you're not entitled to 
feelings, and on the other, if somebody tells you an experience you're not 
entitled to feel as they have, but on the third hand, if you've had an experience 
and now you're told a similar experience by another, then you can make very 
big generalisations from it and feel more than you would have feU in either of 
the prior two cases" (Sacks, 1992a, p.246). 
This chapter investigates how second stories provide these emotional supports in the 
group. The cenfrality of froubles talk has been discussed in Chapter 4, and the possible 
responses to trouble, that is re-definitions, re-contextualisations, and remedies (Miller & 
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Silverman, 1995), will be revisited in some depth m this chapter, where they explaui 
important functions of second stories. 
I will now discuss four segments that illusfrate supportive responses in this group: 
Segment 1: a remedy is embedded in a second story; 
Segment 2: a recontextuahsation is produced using second stories; 
Segment 3: a confradictory second story helps to define and contextuahse a 
frouble; and 
Segment 4: a deviant case showing a second story being used when the 
affiliative nature of the group is threatened, to disagree with rather than support 
a froubles teller. 
These segments were chosen as the clearest and most economical instances of second 
stories doing the work of the group. Given the complex and varied nature of these 'big 
packages' of data (as I infroduced them in Chapter 4), such exemplars are the best way 
into the explication. 
RESPONDING TO TROUBLES WITH SECOND STORIES 
The previous chapter established the general reluctance to give (or accept) overt 
remedies in this group, and argued that this was based on the lower status accmed to a 
member who showed herself somehow in need of this assistance from an 'expert'. The 
exception discovered in looking at advice-giving sequences was a collectively tailored 
remedy that managed to share the expert power between group members. The following 
three segments show other creative and varied responses to this dilemma of sharing 
experiences without lowering others' interactional status. They all, in some way, 
provide or hint at a frouble remedy, although sometimes the 'remedy' actually exists in 
a re-contextualisation of the frouble, perhaps not an unexpected response in a 
consciousness-raising group. 
Segment 1: An embedded remedy 
This segment occurs in the last session after the close of the group's formal 
proceedings, and so clearly in the informal format. It shows re-contextualisation and an 
eventual remedy to the frouble embedded in a second story, and the active engagement 
of the original froubles teller in reconstituting her frouble so that by the segment's close 
she is able to say "that's what I really need to do". Susan's frouble emerges from a 
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conversation about the problems and advantages of exposing her child to social 
situations outside the home. Alice's second story is shown in bold type. 
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(Session 6: 
Susan: 
Dianne: just going to a kid's birthday party can be really hard I found? just- you know 
seeing all the other kids doing all this stuff, and (.) and either one of you's holding 
(.) you know Liam and you just go (.) y'go (hh) ergh (hh) 
(): [yeh 
Dianne:[its just horrible (.) but maybe its just somediing you get used? to or it doesn't (.4) 
seem so bad[()? 
Susan: [you know I'm just hanging out till I get used to it? 
(Alice): (hh) I think the main thing= 
Dianne: maybe you don't get used to it? 
Alice: (I'm sortof mostly used to it) 
(Dianne): ( ) 
Alice: ye:ah I think it siuprises me if I have a rare occasion when I'm not? 
Dianne: o:::h thankyou yeh (hh) 
ye:ah I dimno >it sortof happened again this morning cos these two mums are 
there and they've both got sons< (.) that's (.) Josh's- obviously Josh's age >and 
they're just talking about things and just sortof (.2) I don't know about sending a 
present to the other ( ) and it just sortof hit me that I'm sortof excluded? Uke (.) 
>again most of the time I WOULDN'T EVEN THINK ABOUT IT? and every 
now and again it just sort of hits me that (.) at the moment I'm sortof excluded? 
from that cos there aren't any other little boys that want to do anything with Josh 
or like there's no< (.5) *y'know* 
yeh Sam's got- (.) one of the good things I think about where he is now is 
there's lots of people he's known through other things? and Sam's just (3) 
like (J) started to be invited to other peoples' houses and I thought (.) I've 
actually been slack and have never invited (.) [a child over (.)= 
[mm I'll have to start 
=because I (.4) 
so how does that go? because y'see I've always been nervous- Josh's actually been 
invited over to peoples' places and I've said no:. (.) because [I'm concemed 
[WHY. (.) for them or? (HH) 
well because I- I don't know that they reaU::se what's involved when they ask him 
over? that was last year- it hasn't happened 4is year (.) but just like the safety 
things? (.) and ah= 
=would you go too? 
well no they were asking him to just go and visit by himself? and if 1 went too that 
would be fi:ne- but I (.3) and I've been to birthday parties with him and I've 
stav:ed and that's been fine but if I hadn't bee:n the:re (.) I don't think it would 
have= 
=1 wouldn't leave him at a birthday party (.) because a birthday party is too 
chaotic and I know it just yeh (.5) [but 
[actually he's probably getting to the stage when he could but when he was asked 
(.) I don't diink he was [()-
[l just think you have to say- Sam's had a sleepover (.) at a- at a- at (.) and 
someone who's a childcare worker (.) a:nd just (.) you know has known him 
since (.5) and I actually left him at a birthday party (1.0) but (.2) I think you 
just have to say (.) I mean you have to tell the parent (.) warn them (.) make it 
a short time? (.) y'know= 
=yeh (.3) actually the family- the family- its quite convenient because (.) this littie 
fellow's got a sister who's in Abigail's class (.) and another sister in Maria's class 
so (.4) ye:h I think we could invite the whole family [sortof-
[yeh 
and it would be really appropriate >and 1 think that's what I really need to do I just 
haven't got round to it yet< (.4) but um (1.0) mm interesting (2.0) 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Trudy: 
Susan: 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Alice: 
Susan: 
Ahce: 
Susan: 
30-1) 
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A troubling topic 
Although in this group froubles are usually ehcited using an activity, here froubles talk 
continues after the facilitated group session has finished. Dianne's frouble in this 
instance is managing the social situations made awkward by her child's differences, and 
her conclusion is also a plea: "it's horrible but maybe its just something you get used 
to?" (1.1-6). That this is a newer mother implicitly asking more experienced mothers for 
information becomes clear when two experienced mothers each give a response, and 
furthermore their responses are competing. Susan's defeatist frony (1.7) first leads 
Dianne to question whether things will unprove (1.9), but she receives Alice's optimism 
(1.10, 12) with grateful thanks (1.13). The altemative contexts withfri which to see this 
frouble either negatively or more positively, set the theme for the remainder of the 
segment. 
Susan's trouble 
Susan disagrees with Alice's positivity: "yeh I dunno" is a weak agreement which 
effectively constitutes disagreement (Sacks, 1987), and she uses a story to demonsfrate 
(1.14-21). Alice then pursues her more positive agenda with a second story that stays on 
the topic of social inclusion but shows that "good tilings" can happen. She avoids 
sounding successful at Susan's expense by confessing not trying harder to make such 
things happen, but this also effectively infroduces an altemative context for the frouble 
which indicates that mothers themselves can have agency in overcoming social 
exclusion (1.22-25). Susan is very interested in Alice's story and vows to follow her 
example (1.28) specifically asking for advice: "so how does that go?" as well as 
following Alice's lead fri confessing her own protectiveness: "Josh's actually been 
invited over to peoples' places and I've said no... " (1.28-29). The 'actually' here 
signals that Susan is aware how this statement is confrary to the picture she first painted, 
in which she had no agency. Alice does not initially answer the question and instead 
challenges Susan to justify her protectiveness, with some laughter to soften the demand 
(1.30). Susan explafris while distancfrig herself from the choice with "that was last year" 
(1.31-32). As the conversation progresses tiie difficulties for mothers fri overcoming 
social exclusion seem to dimfriish, but the context of the frouble is still fluid, bemg 
either the mother's protectiveness, or outsiders' prejudices. 
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The remedy and its acceptance 
Having questioned Susan's actions, Alice then acts affiliatively by making a statement 
very similar to Susan's (1. 39-40), and fri a neat reciprocation Susan immediately ahgns 
herself with Ahce's previous statement (1.41-42). This affihation prepares the way for 
Alice to finally offer the answer Susan requested earher: "I think you just have to... 
wam them" (1.43-47). Even so, Alice cushions her remedy in another two kemel stories 
(kemel stories are snippets that touch on potentially ftiller stories: Kalcik, 1975) which 
give her greater authority to advise because they recount successes. Re-contextuahsing 
the frouble has opened the way for a remedy to be proposed: if mothers can overcome 
some of their protectiveness then positive social situations can be found. Susan appears 
to accept this remedy by agreeing, outlining a proposed course of action which reverses 
her previous negative stance, and offering a shght apology for not having yet acted 
(1.50-53). Her positive tone signals that the froubles talk can be closed off without 
leaving her unsupported. 
The talk here is of a present and continuing frouble, and participants are 'thinking out 
loud' at times, and even audibly shifting thefr position on the topic. Relating to the 
vexed issue of social acceptance for thefr child that has been discussed at other times in 
this group, the frouble is freated as a serious one. The immediacy of this talk, its 
emotionality, and its sustained nature demonsfrate its seriousness to the participants. 
The small jokes and laughter, rather than making it a trivial matter, display 'coping' 
(Jefferson, 1984b). Susan makes active use of the conversation to review and 
reconstitute her assumptions and feelings, and so it becomes what I call a 'reconstitutive 
conversation'. Alice's second stories support this shift by providing remedies without 
loss of the froubles teller's interactive agency. In this approach Alice also responds to 
the presence of newer mothers who she is aware need some hopeful as well as realistic 
information. 
Segment 2: A new context 
In the next segment, Dianne tells a heartfelt story of family (and others') insensitivity 
about her situation and supportive responses from several group members break tiie 
formal reporting format of 'going round the circle'. They offer second stories (shown m 
bold type) that provide a different context for the frouble and show Dianne tiiat she is 
not alone in her experience. This talk occurs during the 'Support Maps' activity in tiie 
fifth session, when members are each giving an account in response to the facilitator's 
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request for a report of "the unportant supports you have fri your hfe, all the positive 
things... that have changed with being a mother (of a child with a disabihty)". Dianne 
follows Yasmin, Susan and Alice by saying how thefr previous accounts 'ring bells' for 
her, although it eventuates that they do so in confrast not commonality. 
1 Dianne: oh yeh (.) yeh a lot of stuff that you've said I just go >ding ding Hinpf dinp< (hh) 
2 just um (.2) things like Susan was saying family being a big siq)port and (.2) we've 
3 probably found (.2) they've been less support since we've had our children than 
4 before so I guess that's something that's changed (.) the fact that you feel (.) you 
5 can't tell certain things to them because they'll just be more annoying to you flian 
6 ever (.2) and things like- this probably sounds stupid but things like my husband 
7 went to Winchester recently and his parents are there and ever since he's come 
8 back he got some new pants there and his mother (.) >keeps writing to me< have 
9 vou got, those, hems, done, vet? 
10 Alice: (HHH) 
11 (): (hh) 
12 Dianne: I've got this son with cerebral palsy who can't see fuck all and you want to know 
13 if I've got the hems= 
14 Ahce: (HH) 
15 Dianne: =and I just go (.) hello:: god- I'm sorry for the language= 
16 Kathy: yeh 
17 Dianne: =but I just-I just go what are ymi think(hh)ing woman (hh) 
18 ((part of account about relationships with family and friends changing deleted)) 
19 
20 that sort of thing makes you feel a bit fiumy (.) but um the person who has been 
21 the most support to me has been (.) um the person I actually (.2) u:m found 
22 through an agency (.2) and it was a babysitter? and this was nearly a year ago and 
23 she has just been (.) the best person- she is fantastic she loves the kids like her 
24 own? (.) (hh) if they ever disappear I'll know where (hh) to fi(hh)nd them 
25 especially Liam she just thinks he's you know the bee's knees? and (.) she's just 
26 been- and she's >almost like one of my best fiiends now< and its so weird but the 
27 things that happen to you (.2) um bring along these people that (.) are just amazmg 
28 and before you had millions of fiiends and you thought oh life was wonderfiil but-
29 but really you really fmd out who your fiiends are (.) when situations happen to 
30 you (.) but um (.) I guess another thing that helped me was being a calm sort of 
31 person ( ) that's another thing and also keeping in touch with other mums 
32 especially multi-mums? yeh? yeh thats about it (.) 
33 Kathy: you said so much in that 
34 Dianne: YEH? (hh) where did it all come from? (hh) 
35 Eve: and a lot of that stuff (.) you know other peoples' reactions is- >cos I've had to 
36 deal with that stu£f<- you know its their shit and they're trying to- cos they don't 
37 want to accept that-1 don't think like you know I mean as the mothers I mean we 
38 don't need to be dealing with other peoples'- you know problems of dealing with 
39 that (hh) >do you know what I mean<-
40 Yasmin: tell em he's grown taller (hhh) ((about the mother-in-law)) 
41 Eve: (hh) () 
42 Dianne: [(just says) boys are always slower 
43 Yasmin: [he's taken to standing on his tiptoes or something 
44 Kathy: she says? 
45 Dianne: no just people that often say boys are always slower and when you're out in the 
46 park? 
47 Kathy: oh yeh 
48 Dianne: you know? and they see () and she's running around its kind of like= 
49 Eve: =yeh people are always like that is she walking? whats she doing? 
50 Dianne: Q 
51 Alice: () got a great story that people have told me Q one of them that strikes me in just 
52 an interview I've been reading recently was when someone came up to this mother 
53 who had a child with Down's syndrome >they're very nice children but< you have 
54 to watch them cos they masturbate in pubhc 
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55 (): (HHHH) 
56 Ahce: and the woman was really good and said that's OK my whole family do(HH)es 
57 that 
58 0: (HHHHH) 
59 AUce: so proud that she ha(hh)d a- had a repl(hh)y (hh) 
60 Yasmin: I had a lady at ((the shopping centre)) when Simon was about nine months 
61 old and he was lying in the pram and (.) and she was sortof making a who::le 
62 lot of conunents and then she finally said (.) you are so lucky you know that 
63 he's (.) you know that he's not running around and walking yet anyway 
64 you're so lucky about that because you'd have to chase after him anyway and 
65 (.) "™ 3°<11 said >actually he's 12 years old< 
66 0: (HHH) 
67 Yasmin: he's got a rare syndrome 
68 (): (HHH) 
69 Yasmin: and she just (.) didn't kn(hh)ow how to take it and just walked off you know 
70 and I thought 
71 BCathy: oh dear 
72 (): (HHH) 
73 Ahce: ( ) Yasmin 
74 (Kathy): we're getting some hints here 
75 Dianne: its fiumy you don't know whether to be nice to people or whether to really just say 
76 (.) he's got cerebral palsy ( ) just shut up! 
77 (): HHH 
78 Eve: yeh [I think I like tiiat one 
79 Dianne: [you just don't know which way to go (.) and it depends on how you're feeUng 
80 that day (.) you just ge whhooaa?! 
81 Eve: yeh 
(Session 5:12-13) 
A troubles display in the reporting mode 
The formal format has elicited an animated frouble story from Dianne (1.1-9). Other 
members receive the froubles with laughter (1.10-14) when the stories become too 
pained but Dianne's language has given the cue to do so by highlighting the ridiculous 
in her story. As afready noted, froubles teller's laughter is a way of showing that the 
frouble has not dampened one's good spirits, and that one is coping (Jefferson, 1984b). 
That others' laughter is taken as evidence of their understanding is clear when Dianne 
subsequently expands her story, adding some good news about finding a fiiend in her 
baby-sitter (1.17-32). 
Members use the informal format to provide support 
Despite the facilitator being the first respondent to Dianne's account, the members' next 
responses move the talk firmly into the friformal format. They adroitly continue to 
provide for both joking and serious froubles talk, showing consideration for the troubles 
teller by maintaining both the discourses that she has provided as resources for her (and 
thefr) future use. Eve formulates the frouble with family and fiiends as "nothing to do 
with (us)", and therefore externalises it in a suitably serious response: "as the mothers 
we don't need to be dealing with other peoples' (shit)" (1.35-39). Yasmin on the other 
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hand makes a witty suggestion to remedy the family frouble (1.40,43). In a way Yasmin 
is illusfrating how to communicate the attitude that Eve is espousing to the offending 
parties, so they are congment responses though in different discourses. 
The trouble is normalised 
Dianne next chooses to respond to the serious discourse (1.42,45), showmg she 
experiences the other members' talk as supportive and expanding the frouble to include 
another scenario, people in pubhc places. There are then a few moments of overlapping 
talk before Kathy uses her facilitator's role to dfrect the talk back to Dianne, and by 
doing so indicating that Dianne's intense froubles talk requfres further froubles 
receptiveness (1.44). Dianne is in the process of steering the topic to what people say 
"when you're out in the park" (1. 45,48). Kathy encourages her with an acknowledgment 
but Eve goes further and shows her understanding with a kemel second story of her 
own, using reported speech to make it clear she is telling of her own experience but has 
had similar experiences to Dianne: "yeh people are always like that: 'is she walking? 
what's she doing?'" (1.49). This establishes the discourse as serious and the topic as 
'public reactions to your child', one that all members could be expected to have 
experiences of and therefore one with social rather than personal origins. 
Second stories provide new contexts for the trouble 
Ahce takes up the topic and tells the first of two stories (the other is from Yasmin) that 
have a similar but more complete plot than Dianne's, and also cleverly keep both 
serious and humorous discourses afloat. Whereas Dianne and Eve have proffered kemel 
stories which tell of the frouble but not of a solution, these next stories fulfill the 
potential of the kemel stories by providing endings with a remedy. Perhaps this is 
heralded by Alice's infroduction: "(I've) got a great story..." (1.51 onwards). Alice ffrids 
a story of someone else's experience rather than a personal narrative, but because it is 
very relevant to the topic it is accepted and fulfills the interactional requfrements. Sacks 
(1992a) notes how people will generate such second stories if a more personal 
experience is not at hand. Yasmin's story follows (1.60), a personal narrative in which a 
remedy is provided: to be shocking and even mde to the offendmg person. Both Alice's 
and Yasmin's stories are also within the humour discourse rather than the serious one, 
in that their solutions are exfreme and even ridiculous and they are received with loud 
laughter, yet as accounts of real events these stories are also serious options. These 
second stories again make it clear that other parents of children with a disability have 
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suffered similar painful moments due to pubhc ignorance and insensitivity, so the 
frouble becomes one inflicted on a group by society, rather than individual and 
personalised. The personal moves a step closer to the political as the frouble is 
extemalised, and the corresponding remedy tums out to be social not psychological. 
Closure with redefinition 
Kathy sums up the preceding talk by naming it as advice using the humorous discourse 
(1.74). Dianne takes up both the serious and humourous options, summing up hsx 
experience in a clearer, more succinct and cahner way than she has before while still 
usmg some exfreme language (1.75-76). She still expresses her feelings sfrongly and the 
frouble remains the same (uninvited offensive comments), but the context has changed: 
the mother is not obliged to accept another's discourse about thefr child's disabihty, 
even if it is charitably meant. The remedy is found in devising a suitable response. 
Importantly, this shows more personal agency for the mother because she can change 
her own responses, and so challenge others' behaviour. Dianne gets a laughing response 
and half-serious agreement but takes up the serious option for her conclusion (1.79-80). 
The group members have intermpted the formal format here to support Dianne, a 
relatively new mother, in dealing with a significant frouble. The facilitator becomes part 
of the audience while the informal format enables a different type of receptiveness to 
the frouble. When members respond with thefr own stories the troubles talk becomes 
focused on something that is common to all of them rather than on Dianne's personal 
situation. Although they are not specifically addressed to her original trouble, the 
members' stories provide Dianne with a different context (as a commonly experienced 
frouble) and a possible remedy (giving 'wisecracks'). They go some way also towards 
normalismg and extemahsing the frouble, for if others experience it then perhaps it is 
social as much as individual. It is worth noting the confrast with Kathy's unsuccessful 
attempt to normalise a sunilar experience/or the group members in Chapter 4, Segment 
4: as Sacks says, entitlement to feelings is dependent on having the corresponding 
experience, and unsustained clauns will be challenged (Jefferson, 1992). In this 
instance, though, the members clearly have the experiences to justify thefr contributions, 
and are not challenged. The stories complete the plot of Dianne's story and give her a 
possible way to resolve her situation without bemg prescriptive. The possible remedy 
both allows anger and enacts agency, and its congmence with the origfrial frouble is 
demonsfrated when it is incorporated into Dianne's own remedy at the end. These final 
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comments by the original froubles teller show her actively engaging with a frouble, 
voicing it more precisely than she has previously, and reconstituting her position in 
relation to it with greater agency. 
Segment 3: A contradictory plot gives support 
This thfrd segment, like the previous one, shows how a second story can address the 
context of a frouble. However, the experience is not normalised in this case: it is 
confrasted. What is fritrigufrig is how one member succeeds in supporting another by 
using a story with an opposite plot. When Susan confesses feeling tfred and 
overwhehned: "if it had been my ffrst child I think I would have had more energy", a 
newer mother Tmdy responds with a story that dfrectly correlates her own readiness for 
the difficulties experienced with not having had other children. This provides a deviant 
instance of the norm in which the production of a similar enough second story is what 
communicates the understanding. Yet it also matches Sacks' (1992a) observations that 
participants will use whatever available resources they can to generate second stories 
that enable the sought-after 'conversation for us'. 
This segment occurs in Session 6, during an activity on the life fransitions caused by 
having a child with a disability. The members have been talking in the informal format, 
initiated in response to a newer mother Dianne's report of coming out of the initial stage 
of shock and confusion. Alice has commented that experienced mothers have different 
difficulties. The talk continues in the informal format as Susan tells of her own frouble, 
like Alice's, of'being sfretched'. The newer mother, Tmdy's, supportive second story is 
shown in bold type. 
1 Alice: yeh. (.) there was also that sense of being stretched (.) not being able to do enough 
2 for Sam and for Lilly in that first year 
3 Susan: also I was thinking that- that feeling of um I was just thinking about it- >I was just 
4 thinking about it the other day< and (.) and um (.2) I suppose it is just like a first 
5 time parent and you (.3) ((sigh)) with Josh it was- its almost like I'm just tire::d? 
6 (.) like if it had been my first chi:ld I think I would have had more [energy 
7 (Yasmin): [more energy yeh 
8 Susan: and I'd be able to move my life around a bit more whereas (.) [y'know I just feel 
9 Yasmin: [and you had done work before? that can be a thing too? that can be [a tUng? 
10 Susan: [I just feel like I'm too o::ld to be still taking a child to the toilet= 
11 Kathy: =mm yes 
12 Susan: that's how- I'm ti:red of him being so child-like-1 want him to act like a five year 
13 old- you know like I'm? I'm past that now- that's how I feel? and and um (.) yeh 
14 so its like that prolonged- which I suppose there's good and (doesn't matter what 
15 you're lot in Ufe is but) 
16 Ahce: [yep 
17 Trudy: [my daughter (.) she's pretty much the centre of (.) our life? 
18 Susan: mm 
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19 Trudy: she's the reason we moved into a house= 
20 Susan: mm 
21 Trudy: =out of a van (.) she's basically- you know we thought well >its time to have a 
22 family now< 
23 Susan: mm 
24 Trudy: >we've done everything we wanted to do- this is our family- this is our 
25 daughter< oh. >she needs all this extra attention and care< weU. we're ready 
26 for it? 
27 Susan: tiiat's right 
28 Trudy: neither of us work? We're there all the time? our grandparents live round the 
29 corner? our Ufe is like (.2) this child? 
30 0: yeh 
31 0: mm 
32 Kathy: so you have the energy for- [for it 
33 Trudy: [yes as much as I get tired and stuff I can say (.) William your turn! (.) (hh) 
34 or mum- I'll spread her around for a few [hours 
35 Susan: [it probably is one of the things you know I hate the most, cos then you get the 
36 guiits after? (.) y'know because you have so much energy expended on everything 
37 that happens with the kids and often Josh's the last. (.) so its like when it comes to 
38 hun its like oh ( ) I just want to sit down for a sec (hh) (.) whereas rea:llv I would 
39 rather be (.) saying >come on lets together- lets go outside and do this< and I just 
40 often (.) feel like I just ca-1 just couldn't be bothered >by the time you've done 
41 everyone's homework and getting the (tea) done< that you know that sort of 
42 hustle and bustle and he- yeh 
43 Trudy: yeh it is a busy life 
44 Susan: yeh which is really a shame if he'd been first I'm sure there's be (.) a lot more 
45 (.)[committment to or something-
46 Trudy: [see you've got experience so you can probably do things quicker and more 
47 (.)- more better than I sortof- I don't know what I should be doing I try this 
48 and I try that and oh that didn't really work so 
49 Yasmin: tell me is it normal for your three year old to vacuxmi the carpet for you? 
(Session 6:19) 
The trouble definition 
In the discussion immediately preceding this segment the different identities of 'mother 
with one child' (new mother) and 'mother with other children as well as the child with a 
disability' (experienced mother), have been constmcted and some difficulties for the 
former have been aired. Alice then adds a contrasting negative experience (1.1-2) about 
being a mother of other children as well (an 'experienced mother') that Susan picks up 
on (1.3-6). In telling her frouble (in the form of a story snippet, 1.8, 10, 12-15) Susan 
uses prefaces and disjointed speech, preparing the way for the delicate matter of 
confessing bemg tfred of her child not being able to do things typical of his age: "I just 
feel like I'm too old to be still taking a child to the toilet" (1.10). She is supported with 
acknowledgement, agreements, and a question. Her own attempt to balance the negative 
impact of this complaint (1.14-15) also shows she is aware of its potentially 
fransgressive nature. 
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A supportive second story 
Tmdy now tells her story (a second story to Susan's first) (1.17 on), supported by 
Susan's acknowledgfrig "mmm's". Although it describes an opposite experience, that of 
having only one child, it does so to support Susan's hypothesis at Ifrie 6, that "if it had 
been my ffrst child I think I would have had more energy". Therefore it is a second story 
that supports Susan's original one. Tmdy could also be reassuring herself by balancfrig 
the negative experience with a positive one, sometiung especially important to a new 
mother (group members have earher expressed thefr fears of not managing the 
negativity in each others' stories, and the less experienced mothers have shown 
themselves more shockable in this regard). Tmdy is a quieter member and receives 
acknowledgments throughout her story from Susan. Thefr differences make these 
expressions of support especially important to interactional cohesiveness. 
Expansion and closure of the trouble 
Susan takes Tmdy's second story as encouragement to expand considerably on her 
troubles definition (1.35 on) as opposed to continuing the frouble minimisation she 
started in her conclusion of the story at lines 14-15. She also adds that she feels guilty 
about being so tired. Tmdy expresses understanding with "yeh it's a busy life", further 
evidence that she has told her story to support Susan (1.43). Susan sums up in milder 
and clearer language than she has used before (1.44-45). Tmdy intermpts to give a 
sfrong reassurance in the form of a comparison between them, saying that she (Susan) is 
probably a better mother despite this: "see you've got the experience" (1.46-48). She 
uses a kemel second story to demonsfrate, vahdating Susan's froubles definition and 
context. The topic is abmptly changed by Yasmin's question at the next tum, but it 
concludes at a point when the differences have been acknowledged as just that, not 
inequahties. The message of Tmdy's support is, in essence, "we are all mothers with 
different versions of troubles: being new or experienced, with one child or many, means 
having different difficulties but also different assets." The two members' different 
experiences are used as a resource and also as an opportunity for praise, making the 
relationships more symmetrical, consistent with the analysis of these types of 
differences presented in the previous chapter. 
Susan accepts Tmdy's version of events that the source of the frouble is not her own 
negligence but the pressures of busy family hfe (1.44-45), confirming her own original 
hunch at line 6. What has also been provided by Tmdy's second story is an opportunity 
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for Susan to talk further about the frouble, and this is when her sense of guilt and 
mtemal conflict are expressed. The acceptance demonsfrated by Tmdy allows Susan to 
accept that this is the state of affairs as a 'shame' but not perhaps as something she 
needs to punish herself so much about. However, the reconstitution occurring here is 
perhaps as much Tmdy's as Susan's: Tmdy's story here is a long tum for her, and a 
very tightly stmctured, cohesive and expressive one also. Tmdy finds a suitable 
conversational space here to make an affirmation of her choice and its outcomes. 
These fristances of second stories, taken together, show the resourcefuhiess, skill and 
willingness of participants in putting thefr own experiences at each other's disposal. 
Support comes in many forms within a group, and second stories clearly have an 
important part to play, especially in providing covert remedies to froubles. 
A DEVIANT CASE 
Although second stories are not the only response to a froubles telling, when they are 
used it is usually in a supportive way. This following segment shows a deviant case, 
where other participants do not demonsfrate 'understanding' of a froubles telling, but 
use a second story to dispute assumptions carried in the first story (froubles telling). 
Whereas the previous segment showed a contradictory plot being used to support a 
froubles teller, this one shows a similar plot being used to disagree with one. On 
occasions when second stories are used to dispute a first story rather than support it 
(rare in this group), one of Sack's CA observations may hold the reason why: "you can't 
make much more of (an experience) than anybody would make of it" without 
interactional difficulty (Sacks, 1992a). hi other words, if listeners detect a discrepancy 
between an experience and the way it is presented they will withhold support for it's 
telling. Other explanations are also possible and only an analysis of the segment will 
answer the question. 
Segment 4: Second stories are used to dispute not support 
In this talk segment Yasmin repeatedly states her fiiisfration with peoples' prejudices, a 
topic that has proved acceptable to the group before, but this time other members 
minimise rather than support her frouble. This confrasts markedly with Segment 2 in 
this chapter, where Dianne battles with a similar issue. 
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In the immediately preceding talk, Susan stmggles to understand and change her 
pamful, confusfrig anxiety about her child's experience of a prejudiced world: she wants 
it to be perfect for him but she cannot confrol it and does not even beheve that she 
should try to m some ways. Laurel has given closure to that topic with the generahsing 
statement "all parents are the same" which takes the talk away from reconstitutive 
conversation towards ordinary conversation. Although it uses the same topic and 
appears to be going to be a second story, Yasmin's talk goes on to set apart the social 
experience of Down's syndrome as different from other disabihties (1.8 onwards). 
Laurel's and Eve's second stories are shown in bold type. 
1 Yasmin: I think what I find (.) probably one of the most difficuh (.) things is um (.) pre-
2 conceived ideas and prejudices about (.) my child (.) um the worst ones being (.) 
3 the very patronising or patemaUstic ones I- I really (.) enjoy being a parent- I 
4 wanted to be a parent um (.) but Simon being bom with a disability oh well 
5 >you'll always have a baby now wont you?< y'know which really fiustrated me 
6 like he's not a puppy (.) y'know (.) he's a baby and I want him to be independent 
7 and I want him to be (.)just like any other child u::m (.) and (.) probably (.) you've 
8 touched on it with your daughter having a disability that is perhaps not as well 
9 known (.) as Down's syndrome? (.) but the unfortunate (.) lun (.) stereotypes in 
10 peoples' heads because people have heard of Down's syndrome (.) drives me 
11 crazy (.) um I tend to say my son has tri-somy twenty-one (.) which is the clinical. 
12 medical, term just to get away from the people who rush in (.) with (.) >all 
13 children with Down's syndrome are XYZ< and (.) and I think (.) also even though 
14 its named after Dr Down (.2) Aat drives me crazy because its so easily (.2) um (.) 
15 used like (.) some of the= 
16 (Trudy): =() 
17 Yasmin: well its so (.2) words like Downsy (.) or Down syndrome child (.) its- its harder to 
18 say trisomy twenty-onesysy or um 
19 (Alice): hhh 
20 Yasmin: or um trisomy twenty-one child or something like that (.) you have to say well 
21 they have trisomy twenty-one (.) although I have heard people say trisomy twenty-
22 one babies and >I think y'know what's happening here we aren't getting the 
23 message across here< 
24 Alice: (hhh) 
25 Yasmin: that firustrates me because you get all these (.) more ups than downs and up 
26 syndrome and all these kindof play on words using the literal interpretation of 
27 down as meaning down and ^ at fiustrates me no end you know media sortof and I 
28 try and stay away? from that (.) if I say- and even nurses or if you're in a medical-
29 ask you a question and I say he's got trisomy twenty-one some wiU say what that? 
30 others don't say anything and I think well that's good because they're not looking 
31 through those (.) glasses that have my stereotype of what people think that people 
32 with Down's syndrome is like- are like and um (.) it is very finstrating because the 
33 more people have a httle bit of knowledge the worse it seems to be in terms of (.) 
34 they junq) straight m with well >I used to work with children with Down's 
35 syndrome and they are this and they are that and the other< and it is so finstrating 
36 at times because I want them to see my son as Simon xmi and not through this lens 
37 tha- that is son distorted with the [stereotype 
38 (Susan): [tiie stereotype yeah 
39 Laurel: well I can tell you (.) from m^ point of view (.) its not only with an illness like 
40 that its like every- every illness (.2) everything (.) is is like that its Uke um ( ) 
41 >I'm not quite sure how to put it but Kim's a quadraplegic and she's never to 
42 do this and she's never to do that and you're to go home and this is your life 
43 and you're never to take her out and she's never to go to the beach she's 
44 NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER<. (.) and this- and get used to it because 
45 this is your life. 
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46 (Susan): yeah 
47 (): yeah 
48 Laurel: and its just-
49 Eve: yeah (.) thats how we were given our diagnosis (.) in terms of what she won't 
50 be able to do:: y'know (.) like y'know she's a little weency thing and >you're 
51 telling me what's she's not going to be able to do< and things like (.) she won't 
52 be a nuclear physicist like 
53 (Trudy): (who gives a) 
54 Ahce: (HH) she's probably unlikely to be any(hh)way 
55 0: HHH 
56 Eve: and she won't be the ton ballerina (you're given) you know th^e_kind of 
57 things like as if every parent wants their [child to be 
58 Kathy: [wants their child to be 
59 Yasmin: well it's the same 
60 Eve: (hhh) 
61 Yasmin: with ((names disabihty condition of Eve's child)) tiiat that tiiere are still 
62 stereotypes that linked into tiiat and if you look at a textbook or anytiiing like that-
63 Eve: oh yes 
64 (Laurel): that's all-1 find its all stereotypes a::ll of it 
65 Eve: oh yes but it's the same thing with the Aboriginal people or y'know 
66 Laurel: yep 
67 Eve: migrant people or 
68 Laurel: yep that's right 
69 Eve: like everyone 
70 Laxu-el: yeh that's right 
71 Eve: everyone's stereotyped into-
72 Kathy: and its this tension (.) to get back to () 
(Session 2:14) 
An over-long troubles telling 
From lines 1 to 37 Yasmin gives an account of her experience of peoples' ignorance and 
judgement about Down's syndrome, including sfrong statements of her own fioisfration 
at this. This is an instance of the sort of discursive talk that follows no institutional 
pattem, is not a clear answer or response, and therefore is difficult to follow in terms of 
tum-taking (Sacks, 1989). She is joined briefly by Alice's laughter acknowledgment 
tokens, which also possibly attempt to discourage too much more talk by 'taking the 
frouble lightly' (Jefferson, 1984b). Yasmin continues until eventually Susan breaks m 
and Laurel takes the opportunity to openly disagree with Yasmin (1.38,39). 
A second story disputes the troubles teller's claim 
Laurel disputes the status that Yasmin has claimed as being a special target for 
stereotyped comments, with a more immediate and troubling story than Yasmin's. 
Laurel's preface "well I can tell you from my point of view..." (1.39) frnphes tiiat she 
has something important to instmct Yasmin about. With the evidence of her own 
experience, she seeks to correct Yasmin's portrayal of special prejudice against Down's 
syndrome. There is emotional intensity in Laurels' account, expressed in her preface 
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"I'm not quite sure how to put it but...", and m her rapid speech (1.41-45), which 
indicates that she is still coming to grips with this experience. Although like Yasmin's 
story this one is not specifically located in time and place, it includes much more 
negative comments: "you're never to take her out and she's never to go to the beach and 
NEVER NEVER NEVER...". Laurel's story is more compelhng evidence than 
Yasmin's of being subjected to damaging prejudice, and proves to be an adequate 
warrant for her to dispute Yasmin's unphcation of special status for those with Down's 
syndrome. Perhaps the group has withheld support from Yasmin because the claim of 
bemg a special target for prejudice is not sufficiently justified by her very generahsed 
story: her complaint is about the power of language to create stereotypes in people's 
minds, but Laurel's is about the power of language to severely consfrain agency. 
Yasmin's complaint also runs counter to the affihative group climate by using 
difference to create higher interactive status, in this case as 'more froubled' than others. 
As efforts are made elsewhere in the group's interaction to equahse relationships with a 
member whose frouble threatens to lower her interactional status (see Chapter 5), efforts 
are also made here to reestablish commonality with a member who is using her frouble 
to claim special status. Others in the group agree with Laurel (1.46-47) and support from 
Eve follows in the form of a second story. 
Another story corroborates 
Eve's story (1.49-52, 56-57) is even more specific than Laurel's, being located at the 
particular time of diagnosis, and with a specific 'character', a doctor. It provides further 
cogent evidence that being subjected to damaging and inappropriate language about 
disability is not limited to those with well-known conditions like Down's syndrome. It 
also carries great emotional intensity in the intonation. (An analysis of this section of 
talk from the point of view of Eve's agency is given in the next chapter). 
Finding common ground 
Yasmin re-jofris the conversation now m agreement that "it's the same" (as the 
experience of Down's syndrome), thus reaffirming her own experience but constmcting 
commonality where previously there was difference (1.59). The resultfrig common 
discourse identities of 'complamant' mend the rift in social identities that has opened up 
between 'mothers of a child with Down's syndrome' and 'mothers of children with 
other disabilities'. Presentmg her conclusion from the three stories fri the form of a 
generalisation (1.61-62), Yasmm tums the taUc away from personal difficulties and when 
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Eve and Laurel respond as co-complainants, the talk approaches 'ordinary conversation' 
(1.63-71) until Kathy draws it back to the topic. 
The lack of support is sufficientiy unusual as to need explanation, and one can be found 
in the work of Jefferson (1984b) on troubles resistance and receptiveness. Very weak 
froubles receptiveness from the audience, bordering even on open froubles resistance as 
here, signals lack of encouragement to the froubles teller. It can be a way of terminating 
the matter, possibly because the teller's 'drama' is not perceived as a real frouble. In this 
instance it may be for that reason, as Yasmin's talk is long and repetitive and so 
possibly breaks the group norm of sharing tums. Dianne's account was also long, but 
came as part of the formal tum-taking system. Perhaps also Yasmin's frouble is too 
practised, lacking sufficient stumbles or any sign of reconstitutive talk, and so is not 
convincing as a pressing trouble. Perhaps, in making such a long complaint, she has too 
much interactive agency to warrant support. Altematively, or in addition, Yasmin may 
not receive support because her account uses troubles to get interactional status as 'more 
troubled' rather than 'like others in troubles', and/or because it makes a claim of 
difference which mns counter to the group norm of favouring commonality and 
minimising difference. Yasmin's venturing outside the accepted format in these ways 
leaves her vulnerable to conversational responses that are also outside the affiliative 
climate of the group. All these might constitute grounds for other members to perceive 
her talk as over-stated, and therefore open to lack of support as Sacks has argued, 
although it is clearly about a real enough issue. 
In this instance Laurel's second story is used not to create a 'conversation for us' but for 
the teller's purpose, which is to instmct Yasmin of her error. The cooperation of other 
members indicates that evoking difference by claiming 'greater frouble' than other 
members is transgressive in this group, and that commonality is a sfrong group 
preference. So paradoxically, although the second story here disputes rather than 
supports the other member's story, it primarily supports the group's affiliative 
interaction. 
CONCLUSION 
One of the most recognisable forms of support in the informal format is the use of 
second stories, which are stories told as a response to, and echoing elements of, an 
initial story. Troubles are often displayed in the form of stories, and second stories are a 
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favoured device for maintaining the interactional requfrements of the informal format. 
They retain the current topic and yet are also likely to generate new talk, so are 
interactionally very effective (Sacks, 1992b). In moving into the informal format with 
second stories (bearing in mind that 'ffrst' stories have usually been elicited by a 
facilitator's question in the formal format), participants show a number of 
accomplishments. They avoid potential domination by the facihtator and so increase the 
interactional agency of the members. Loss of interactional status and agency can often 
accompany froubles talk, but in this setting one way that participants are able to 
maintain interactive agency while still dealing with froubles is by story-telling. When 
members hear each other's common experiences they have opportunities to review thefr 
own experience in a new light. The informal format therefore allows froubles to be 
redefined, recontextualised and even remedied, in ways that externalise rather than 
individualise them, and connections can begin to be made between the personal and the 
political. Through an exchange of stories, participants can sometimes position 
themselves differently in relation to their experience, and so reconstitute that experience 
as something other than what it was felt to be at the time. New identities such as 'critical 
service user' rather than 'victim' become possible. Remedies can even be embedded in 
second stories without in any way lowering the interactional status of the initial froubles 
teller, or favouring any particular remedy's adoption. 
Second stories are not only a vehicle for leaming, but also bolster the affiliation and 
symmetry favoured in the group. Affiliation is readily created using second stories 
through the common discourse identities of 'story-teller'. It is much easier to restore 
commonality by reciprocating a story, shifting from 'story-recipient' to 'story-teller', 
than to do so by exchanging advice, because the discourse identity of 'advice-giver' is 
more distant from its reciprocal 'advice-recipient'. The participants can simply support 
each other by demonsfrating with a second story that they are have really 'heard'. When 
the second story chosen to reciprocate has a similar storyline to the first, the member 
shows not only that she has been hstening (which can commonly be demonsfrated with 
acknowledgment tokens like "mmhm") but also that she has understood. Even 
intermpting with a second story will probably be friterpreted as evidence of hstenfrig if it 
continues the same topic and plot. Listening can also be demonsfrated with a 
contrasting storyline, if the capacity of members to use thefr own experiences at the 
service of others, as Sacks relates, is made very clear. 
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By applying knowledge from CA studies of ordinary conversation, new insights about 
the use of stories in community-based feminist groupwork, and the use of second stories 
in particular, emerge. Harvey Sacks notes that stories are useful to the culture, because 
they provide a vehicle for it to use what it knows, and to fransform itself (Sacks, 1992a). 
In the diverse fields of feminist pohtics and psychotherapy, similar observations are 
made. Here in community-based feminist groupwork these theories meet, hi a feminist 
politics concemed with active citizenship and communicative democracy, stories are 
advocated for the part they can play in reaching understanding across difference. This is 
culture using what it knows to bring about fransformation. Stories reveal feelings, 
beliefs and views of others, yet also communicate that the listener can never totally 
understand the storj^eller, because the very subjectivity of a story can so evidently only 
belong to that one person (Young, 1997). We may not be able to tmly stand m each 
other's shoes but we can approach each other's experience via thefr story, and so better 
appreciate the origins of their views. Perhaps an appreciation of the fiiiitful conditions 
for, and achievements of, second stories can also add something to this argument for the 
role of stories in the political sphere. 
At the other exfreme, in psychotherapy, personal resolutions of trauma also tum out to 
be collaborative efforts at storj^elling: 
"People tell stories not just to work out their own changing identities but also to 
guide others who will follow them. They seek not to provide a map that can 
guide others - each must create his (sic) own - but rather to witness the 
experience of reconstmcting one's own map" (Frank, 1995 p. 17) 
Frank's quote is about narrative therapy not CA, but it echoes Sacks' observation that 
telling a story serves the interaction more than (or at least as much as) it serves the 
individual teller. Sacks' 'conversation for us', constmcted by second stories, has the 
fransformative possibility of reconstituting meanings and selves, because participants 
open their lives to each other. If it is the interactive nature of telling a troubles story that 
brings about fransformation, groups provide a rich mteractive envfronment for such 
tellings. 
CA offers the concept of 'second stories' to tiiese other discourses of story, and gives a 
thorough description of their interactional context. As stories are so important m social 
work practice, both for their emancipatory potential and their institutional functions, the 
analytic tool of 'second stories' may be very useful contribution to borrow for future 
212 
research. The 'second story' seems to be what is often being imphed in the arguments 
about the power of stories from both feminist politics and psychotherapy, and this 
chapter's analysis has shown exactly how second stories can both demonstrate 
understanding and support fransformations. Studying second stories uncovers a type of 
'reconstitutive conversation', a pattem of interaction that is member-based, 
communicates to the froubles teller that she has been heard, and offers her new 
relationships to her frouble without diminishing her interactive agency. What warrants 
members to support each other in this way, rather than to tum back to the easier pattems 
of mteraction offered m ordinary conversation, is still something of a mystery, but it 
seems to be related to the depth of frouble expressed, the availability of language 
resources, and deliberate reticence on the part of the facilitator. 
Stories have enormous potential to reconstitute lives in public and private domains, and 
liberatory practitioners who understand not only how to elicit stories but also how they 
might in tum invite second stories, can tap this potential. Second stories allow froubles 
to be talked about while avoiding both the ascription of 'client' identities and any 
marked lessening of interactional agency. By using second stories members can 
constmct common social and/or discourse identities that promote the all-important 
affiliation essential to women's group. The participants' service to each other in 
presenting their own experience in the form of second stories is a paradox: they are at 
each other's service and yet are not offering the 'something for ;;OM' that characterises 
counselling, but creating the "something for us... when conversation works at its best" 
(Sacks, 1992a, p.568). 
Thus far the data analysis of this thesis has revealed a discourse of enablement that 
relies upon a climate of affiliation and cohesiveness in which leaming and support can 
co-exist. It has also shown that, by seeing this group's talk as either formal or informal 
and with varying degrees of 'risk', it is possible to identify points where fransformative 
action takes place. While the group participants actively pursue leamfrig, nonetheless it 
can require placing oneself in a vulnerable position, and it is the group participants 
rather than the facilitator who can compensate for this. In response to each other's 
froubles displays, participants use thefr interactive agency to offer altemative language 
resources and common identities, often through the vehicle of second stories. The 
facilitator does not give this agency but establishes a climate in which it can be enacted, 
despite and against her own language resources and institutional identity at times. The 
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participants and facilitator together steer a path between safety and risk, and between 
stmcture and mformality, that allows froubles to be afred and reconstituted. At the same 
time this is done with attention both to the groups' affihation and its members' 
interactive agency. This chapter has considered the fransformative potential of second 
stories. The next will continue the investigation into self-reconstitution with a study of 
the uses of fronic humour. 
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CHAPTER 7 
HOPE, AGENCY AND IRONIC HUMOUR 
INTRODUCTION 
"To act upon the world, one must have words to name (to know) the world. 
Words form and direct action, give it moral and sensual heft: in acting upon the 
world to alter it, we feel the vibrancy of our word. It is like speaking our lover's 
name" (Saleeby, 1989,p.559) 
This chapter continues the exposition of the how the group members use thefr affiliative 
relationships and the facilitator's frameworks to achieve self-reconstitution. The 
previous data chapters have found that the interactional conditions of this group, at their 
best, allow for leaming and support to co-exist, for agency to be maximised, and for 
froubles to be revisited with fresh contexts and altemative remedies. While the question 
of how self-reconstitution happens in the group and of how CA can help to uncover this 
have been touched on in previous chapters, it is still something of a mystery. Self-
reconstitution can only be identified in CA when a participant's discourse, intonation, 
and so on indicates a shift in relation to her previous experience. In the search for more 
incisive analytic tools to detect these shifts within the group, humour emerged as 
significant. Using the CA method of starting with the unusual or interesting feature (in 
this case a more distant, critical view of a frouble) and fracing back to imderstand how it 
came about, I identified the importance of a shift to a humorous and ironic stance 
towards the frouble. So far the analysis has shown that the talk in this group does not 
usually extend so deeply into froubles that the safety some members seek cannot be 
ensured. (A more detailed discussion of this is found in Chapter 8). If there were few 
tears flowfrig, then perhaps the more frequent laughter will provide further clues about 
the emancipatory potential of tiiis group. 
In ordinary conversation the froubles-teller's laughter shows tiiat they are after all 
'coping' with their frouble (Jefferson, 1984b). Similarly in tiiis group laughter may be 
expected to mitigate the potentially disturbing effects, especially on newer mothers, of 
hearing others' negative experiences. This group, because it is composed of mothers of 
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children with a disability, may be a particularly good exemplar of the workings of 
laughter, because of the mothers' expressed need (echoed in other research) to be 
positive and hopeful about an uncertain and even clouded future. But there is more than 
reassurance at stake. The literature identifies that for mothers of a child with a disability, 
recovering hope from the frauma is a vital task, and one achieved largely through 
forging new discourses and re-storying thefr experiences (Landsman, 1998). To drown 
out the dominant discourses of victunhood, martyrdom and fragedy requfres a voice 
sufficiently sfrong to heal oneself and to educate others. People with margfriahsed 
identities such as these mothers, whose personal agency is under threat, need 
opportunities to reconstmct themselves as actors in thefr own interests. There is an 
obvious, even superficial, connection, between humour and hope: humour lightens the 
mood when the situation threatens to overwhehn. frony is of special interest because its 
basis is a comparison between what is and what should be. For marginahsed people, 
voicing awareness of what should be, m a better world, would arguably be a form of 
agency. This awareness can certainly be expressed as anger, but frony offers something 
additional to anger: it distances its protagonist from the position of victim. 
In the segments presented below, the irony applies to experiences with service 
providers. Although there were other ironic moments in the group, these stories of 
encounters with service providers are the most distinctive because they can be seen to 
lead to a change in relation to experience. As the literature survey in Chapter 2 noted, 
encounters with service providers are typically one of the sfressful experiences for 
mothers of children with a disability, having dimensions of powerlessness and 
marginalisation. Perhaps it is not surprising that they therefore emerge as significant 
here, but it was not the content of this talk but its processes which first set it apart, and 
this reinforces the value of CA in understanding the 'what' through first approaching 
the 'how'. 
RECONSTITUTING TRAUMA 
A feminist purpose reveals itself here perhaps more openly than in the previous data 
chapters: to uncover some of the hidden aspects of women's experience, especially 
ways in which women constitute and are constituted by social relations, is a central 
purpose of feminist research (Fine, 1992; Flax, 1990). Arguably, the subjective 
experience of mothering a child with a disability as a quest for agency rather than as a 
'fragedy' or a form of holiness (Landsman, 1999), has been silenced. This chapter is 
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about the use of ironic talk to resist oppressive language and ascribed identities m the 
context of mothering and disability, but irony may well be used in the same way by 
other marginalised peoples. In particular, it may be used to fraverse the shifting groimd 
between simply reporting an experience and offering a critical evaluation of it, between 
experiencing a moral transgression and resisting it. 
Moral language is important to feminist study because it reveals dominant standards and 
women's position in relation to them (Anderson & Jack, 1991). This is nowhere more 
so than in "the intensely moral space of mothering" where amidst competing demands 
the mother must "stmggle to produce an identity ... that (she finds) morally acceptable" 
(Ribbens, 1998, p.32). The social obligations of mothers, to protect and nurture their 
child, and then to produce a child acceptable to society, so well-described by Ruddick 
(1989), clearly have moral implications (Baber & Allen, 1992). Further support that 
parenting is a moral issue is available within Bamch's ethnomethodological study of 
parents of children with medical problems, in which the parents use atrocity stories to 
establish their moral rightness as parents in the light of things going wrong with their 
children's development or health (Bamch, 1981). For those mothering a child with a 
disability, the new moral parameters of motherhood are reproductive technologies (to 
diagnose a disability) and 'lifestyle choices' (to have a child or not), which mean that 
"women are being held morally accountable for a pregnancy's outcome" (Landsman, 
1998, p.79). These mothers therefore approach the world already as devalued moral 
beings, but may come to resist this with their own moral order. 
People with disabilities are marginalised and disempowered, and their carers 
(predominantly mothers) carry the additional responsibility of attempting to make the 
world an acceptable place for their child. Previous research into these mothers' tasks 
describes how they need to be mediators and advocates for their children's needs, 
negotiating with others with a different morality (Hillyer, 1993; Read, 2000). They 
manage service encounters in which their own knowledge of their child's needs is often 
ignored, and services may be intmsive, arbifrary, and shifting: these negotiations are 
often the most stressful part of the caring role. In addition, some of the key moments of 
transition such as diagnosis of the disability condition and entry into the educational 
system (Read, 2000), are at an interface with a service provider, where parents risk 
moral approbation and even withdrawal of services if they openly resist injustices. 
These then are important moments to study and in the mothers' accounts of them we 
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may see agency or its opposite, disempowerment, at work. However, their task is not 
only to manage these encounters but also to change the world that produced them. There 
are numerous potential sites to contest dominant versions of disability and mothering 
but this group can become one if it allows the appropriate discourses. The part played in 
this by ironic discourse is the subject of this chapter. 
As the quote at the beginning of this chapter reveals (where Saleeby paraphrases Paulo 
Freire), transforming a language of oppression into a language of liberation is a central 
task. A feminist view of the consciousness-raising process that occurs in a group like 
this one is that it opens up experience that has been inchoate and personal, discovers 
how it is shared by others, and allows it to be expressed in new ways, includmg 
politically: "In the beginning to find out how and what to speak, we had to begin from 
nowhere, not knowing what it was we would have to say and what it was we would 
need to know how to speak" (Smith, 1987). Specifically for this group of motiiers of 
children with a disability, I am asking how they find a language of their own that does 
justice to their experience, moving beyond inchoate trauma but not taking on others' 
marginalising discourses. 
IRONIC HUMOUR AS MORAL DISCOURSE 
Humour has been discussed in CA in various contexts. Laughter has a part to play m 
troubles talk, denoting a troubles-resilient teller, that is, someone who is 'coping'. 
Laughter may also be cautiously reciprocated by the audience if the troubles-teller 
laughs, to demonstrate support and receptiveness to the froubles talk, but in ordinary 
conversation is not initiated by the audience unless to show disapproval of the troubles-
talk (Jefferson, 1984b). In group therapy, also, humour may serve a purpose, but this 
time of avoiding intimacy, seriousness or the interactional awkwardness of silence. 
Notably, however, this function was found in a group of young men (Sacks, 1992b), and 
a gender £inalysis would lead us to investigate its generahsability to a group of mothers. 
A conversation analysis study of irony specifically finds that it serves other purposes, 
enabling talk to venture into evaluating perceived transgressions (such as unjust or 
undignified treatment in this case) from a more detached stance, and simultaneously 
maintaining affiliation (Clift, 1999). 
Irony is defined in the dictionary as 
218 
"The humourous or mildly sarcastic use of words to imply the opposite of what 
they normally mean; an instance of this, used to draw attention to some 
incongruity or irrationality; incongruity between what is expected and what 
actually is. or a situation or result showing such incongruity" (Collins English 
Dictionary), 
If "whenever respect and approval (or disrespect and disapproval) for an individual are 
communicated, a moral discourse takes place", as a CA perspective on moral discourse 
clauns (Bergmann, 1998, p.286), then frony, by definition highlightfrig a discrepancy 
between what is expected to happen and what does happen, has a moral purpose. 
Morahsation can be delicate so it is often done in a way that leaves interpretation 
somewhat open, frony or humour overlaying polite words can mitigate moral talk, or 
prosody and intonation can convey it indirectly, for example by reporting another's 
speech while also making a moral comment on it with intonation or laughter 
(Bergmann, 1998). Another CA study, this time of the uses of 'reported speech', 
supports this, finding that dfrect reported speech actually conveys an evaluation of the 
reported utterance while ostensibly merely duphcating it, frequently in making 
complaints or telling amusing stories (Holt, 2000). 
Having outlined the salient features of irony from the CA point of view, and the 
significance of discursive agency for mothers of children with a disability, I will now 
present the relevant data segments. Although there are more embryonic references to 
service encounters, and other ironic comments, these are the only well-developed 
instances of fronic humour relating to service encounters m the group. 
SERVICE ENCOUNTERS 
In each of these three segments, a froubles story of an encounter with a service provider 
is met with an fronic response (shown in bold type), either by the froubles teller or the 
froubles recipients. These encounters are tellable as fraumatic stories because they occur 
at cmcial times of fransition. The ffr^ t segment has been used in the previous chapter as 
an instance of second stories. The third has also been previously analysed fri part in 
Chapter 5, to explore the importance of affiliation, in this instance achieved by fronic 
humour. This illusfrates what has been stated elsewhere m my argument, that the richest 
data contafris multiple interactive achievements by group members, and this makes it a 
candidate for closer analysis. 
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Segment 1: Justifying a position with anger or irony 
This segment shows two different ways of asserting moral superiority: sfraightforward 
anger, and fronic humour. While both achieve the same basic outcome, fronic humour 
has the additional benefit of instmcting audience members how to 'hear' an event as a 
complaint when the event is not fransparently 'bad'. This segment occurs within a 
conversation about some of the difficulties of having a child with a disabihty (such as 
ongoing anxiety about the future, and wanting the best for the child but not having 
confrol over events). Like most froubles talk in this group, it has not been requested as 
froubles talk, but has arisen from a given activity. The participant Yasmin has just given 
an account of her fiiisfrations in dealing with others' stereotypes of Down's syndrome, 
implying that the relative recognisability of Down's syndrome makes it especially 
vulnerable to stereotyping. Two other participants. Laurel and Eve, whose children have 
different disabilities, reject Yasmin's claim to special status by using more specific 
stories than Yasmin's to justify thefr equal claim to experiences of prejudice. Given the 
affiliative climate of the group this open disagreement is unusual, but may well be 
restoring the all-important equality between members. (An analysis of this is provided 
in the previous chapter). To achieve this interactional purpose. Eve and Laurel's 
accounts of stereotyping have to be reported in such a way as to make these claims 
fridisputable. To this end Laurel's story, though without a specific time and place, is a 
vivid account of the stereotyping of her daughter who has a very different disability. 
Eve's story of receiving her child's diagnosis (agafri a different and rarer condition) is a 
second story to Laurel's, but is even more specifically anchored m time, and context. 
1 Laurel: well I can tell you (.) from my point of view (.) its not only with an illness like that 
2 its like every- everv illness (7^ everything (.) is is hke that its hke um ( ) >rm not 
3 quite sure how to put it but Kim's a quadraplegic and she's never to do this and 
4 she's never to do that and you're to go home and this is your hfe and you're never 
5 to take her out and she's never to go to th beach she's NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, 
6 NEVER<. (.) and this- and get used to it because this is your life. 
7 (Susan): yeah 
8 (): yeah 
9 Laurel: and its just-
10 Eve: yeah (.) that's how we were given our diagnosis (.) in terms of what she won't be 
11 able to do:: y'know (.) like y'know she's a little weency thing and >you're 
12 telling me what's she's not going to be able to do< and things like (.) she won't 
13 be a nuclear physicist like 
14 (Trudy): (who gives a) 
15 Alice: (HH) she's probably unlikely to be any(hh)way 
16 (): HHH 
17 Eve: and she won't be the ton ballerina (you're given) you know these kind of 
18 things like as if every parent wants their [child to be 
19 Kathy: [wants then-child to be 
20 Yasmin: well it's the same 
21 Eve: (hhh) 
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22 Yasmin: with ((names disabihty condition of Eve's child)) diat that there are still 
23 stereotypes that linked into that and if you look at a textbook or anything like that-
(Session 2:14) 
Laurel's story 
Laurel's account is emotionally intense and negative (1 1-6). The fiiture allegedly 
portrayed by the doctor or other professional takes away hope. There is also lack of 
agency in being instmcted what to do and believe: regardless of the actual words 
originally spoken, or whom Laurel is quoting here, the way she experiences these words 
is disempowering to her. It also makes her angry: her rising voice and repetition shows 
she is not dejected or accepting of this prognosis, but angered by it and resistant to it. 
She appropriates it to use without its original context, so disempowering in her own way 
whoever has delivered those words to her. However there is no humour or irony here, 
just anger asserting an altemative moral order: a world where doors of opportunity are 
opened not closed. Anger is an important tool for motiiers of children with a disability: 
"The ability to be angry enough and to assert one's own knowledge about one's child, 
as opposed to accepting medical professionals' opinions automatically, becomes for 
many the special hallmark of nurturing and mothering a disabled child", as one mother 
identifies (Landsman, 1998). Others in the group agree with Laurel that this prejudice is 
not limited to one type of disability (1.7-10) and specific support from Eve then follows 
in the form of a second story. 
Eve's story 
Eve's second story (1.10-13) adds an element of mockery using frony. It is more specific 
than Laurel's story, being located at the particular time of diagnosis, and with a specific 
'character', a doctor. Great emotional intensity is carried in the intonation and the 
exfreme case language ("a little weency thing") evokes matemal feelings about her child 
as simply a child like any other, making the diagnosis sound ridiculous out of its 
context. Whereas Laurel's story of befrig told her child will never be able to do ordinary 
thfrigs. Eve's is about being told her child will never be able to do extraordinary things, 
a more reasonable claim on the surface of it. But why say this when it is obvious, unless 
it is the doctor's euphemism for saying she will not be able to do ordinary things. Eve 
knows this, as she makes clear m her statement "yeh that's how we were given our 
diagnosis". She experiences it as pafronismg to be told in this manner instead of more 
dfrectly. It positions her not as futureless and burdened by something outside her 
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confrol, as Laurel's encounter has, but as nonetheless so unaware or vulnerable that she 
cannot be told the tmth in plain words. Her unages of a tiny baby juxtaposed with those 
of a nuclear scientist achieve a sense of ridicule and direct us to look for something 
amiss with the doctor's statement. Eve appropriates and reprocesses what the doctor has 
said, putting it in the service of her own moral discourse, and so distances herself from 
tiie painfully vuhierable position those remarks of the doctor put her in. Whatever the 
actual words used by the doctor. Eve has experienced k as disempowering ("you're 
tellfrig", "we were given", "you're given"). If at the tfrne of diagnosis she was 
positioned as a passive service-recipient, in tellmg the story she becomes a critical 
service-user. 
Irony is shared 
Alice and other members are quick to support Eve's frony by laughter and comments m 
the same vein (1.14-16), They show by their laughter a sense of mutual recognition, and 
thefr assumed common experiences provide a bond. The joint constmction of this moral 
view is clear when Eve does not even need to finish her sentences because she can rely 
on the others to understand. The sfrength of the group's affiliation, fri which they share a 
world view that is opposed to society's stereotypes, encourages Yasmin to re-join the 
conversation in agreement that "it's the same" (as the experience of Down's syndrome). 
Segment 2: Supporting a troubles-teller with irony 
This next segment shows irony being infroduced by other members in support of the 
froubles teller. The group has been asked to devise, in a 'brainstorming' session, a list of 
pieces of advice that they themselves would have benefited from at an earher stage. 
Dianne breaks away from this stmcture to tell a story that retums to a theme that she has 
discussed in a previous group session: the dilemma of being an at-home mother when 
the burden of care competes with the desire for more economic independence. This 
personal story is freated as just as relevant to the group's business as Eve's preceding 
contribution; if anything, even more so. It provides evidence for the group of a mother's 
need, and hence of why Eve's point about lobbying the government is important. 
1 Eve: lobby::: the government. 
2 () : (hhh) 
3 Dianne: Eve you could fill all those boxes I bet 
4 Eve: (hhh) no I-
5 Kathy: [don't read the literature (.) lobby:: the government ((repeating and writmg)) (.3) 
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6 Dianne: I actually rang Centrelink very upset about that (.) thing about (.) having to stay 
7 home and look after (.2) *the child rather than go back to work because of (.2) 
8 certain situations because so many appointments are hard for (.) one person* 
9 () : mm? mm? 
10 Dianne: to you know (.) not have to stay at home (.) and I got so upset I ACTUALLY 
11 STARTED CRY(HH)ING (hh) it was so awful >and I was so glad I didn't give 
12 my name because I could just hang up< (hhh) 
13 0: (HHH) 
14 Q: you were ringing about a job were you? no you were ringing 
15 Dianne: no no? I was ringing cos I just wanted to see what the situation with all their bits 
16 and pieces- they've got so many bits of money they give out I thought >is there 
17 another bit money you can give me or what?< (hh) 
18 Eve: is it- was this at Centrelink? () 
19 Dianne: yeah? and I just rang them and they were saying mm oh [no you've already got 
20 Eve: [crying works well? (.) actually. 
21 Dianne: we(hh)ll >it didn't seem to go very far< they just said would you. like, to speak, to 
22 ihc social [worker. 
23 () : [(HHHH) 
24 Alice: that's right WOULD YOU LIKE TO SPEAK TO THE SOCIAL WORKer 
25 that's (HH) right 
26 () : (HHHH) 
27 Trudy: goodbye. 
28 Eve: its so awful I hate that 
29 () : oh oh yeh 
(Session 5:18) 
Dianne's story 
Dianne tells a story (1.6-12) that has been occasioned by Eve's point to "lobby the 
government" (1.1). The source of her frouble, which has been the focus of a lot of her 
talk in the group, is "that thing", which she tmsts other group members recall, of being 
confined to the at-home mother role, with additional responsibilities, despite having 
career aspirations and financial sfresses. When she tells the story of her phone call to 
Cenfrelink (the government income security payment agency), her language is 
expressive ("JO awful", "so upset", "so glad"), but she uses laughter to temper others' 
potentially negative interpretations of her reported crying (1.11). This emotionally 
expressive language can also be analysed as 'exfreme case formulations', a CA term for 
exfreme terms. They serve to both bolster an assessment (in this case that the experience 
was necessarily fraumatic when objectively it may seem ordinary), and at the same time 
signal that it is not to be taken absolutely literally but rather to convey a state of affafrs 
(Edwards, 2000). Dianne positions herself as an ineffectual service-user (not quite as a 
dissatisfied one) whose only agency within the events of her story is to hang up the 
phone, cowed by the demand to explain her situation coherently in order to estabhsh her 
request for more financial assistance. Dianne was approaching Cenfrelmk as a citizen 
with rights to financial support and was being freated fristead as a chent with personal 
problems, or so she mterpreted. It was upsetting for Dianne to be apparently 
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pathologised m the eyes of the service provider. Yet she is able to resist ffrst by 
withdrawing, and then in the group by tellmg the story. In the froubles tellfrig though, 
she has greater agency: "it was so awful" puts the negative outside herself, but then "/ 
was so glad" claims the positive as her own doing. 
Eve introduces ironic humour 
However, it is the other members who uifroduce fronic humor to this telling, and so 
change the story to one critical of the freatment she received. After some clarifying 
questions and sympathetic laughter from the group. Eve responds with "crying works 
well actually" (1.20). Dianne's telluig of the story has left its interpretation quite open as 
to whether blame should be apportioned to her or to Cenfrelmk. By assuming Dianne 
chose to cry Eve gives greater agency to Dianne when the opposite might have been 
assumed from her story. 
Irony is amplified 
Dianne responds in the same humourous tone. Reporting the response from Cenfrelink, 
"would you like to speak to the social worker?" (1.21-22), she sfresses each word in a 
flat tone that parodies an overly helpful and therefore patronising voice: she 
recontextuahses their words and parrots them back. For while others might interpret 
Cenfrelink's response positively, Dianne does not: 'theyyM5/ said...' indicates it is not 
the response she wanted. The offer of a social worker is a big disappointment as a 
substitute for money, and adds the further indignity of implying that Dianne's crying 
indicates she has 'a problem' deserving of an expert's attention. What was expected (or 
at least hoped for) in this case was some further financial compensation, and what was 
received instead was ascription of a 'client' identity. 
However, where Dianne only hints at irony, leaving her discourse quite open, Alice 
leaves the group in no doubt about her interpretation of this response of Cenfrelink's, 
when she repeats the response loudly although with humour (1.24). This accepts and 
amplifies the noteworthiness (as fransgressive), of Cenfrelink's behaviour, appropriating 
and recontextualising the words of the Cenfrelink worker to make fun of them. The 
irony rests in the intonation that highlights the inadequacy of the response for Dianne, 
that is, the gap between what was expected and what happened. 
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The other participants were immediately understanduig of her choice to resist this 
'chent' subject position: it seems that other mothers of children with a disabihty can 
relate to the unwelcome objectification as a 'chent'. Dianne's agency, embryonic in the 
bureaucratic service context, grows in the way the story is heard and responded to. The 
co-constmction of the narrative is consummated when Tmdy ends it with "goodbye" 
(1.27) and Eve provides the story coda "its so awful I hate that" (1.28). A common world 
view is unphed sfrongly, givmg added moral clout. Closure with "oh oh yeh" allows 
Kathy to move on, out of froubles and back to 'busfriess as usual', but other members' 
responses have left Dianne in no doubt that the morally culpable ones are Cenfrelfrik, 
not herself 
Segment 3: Sharing an ironic group joke 
In this segment (which has also been considered as an instance of advice-giving in a 
previous chapter), Susan's anger at an event is translated into irony by Alice, an ironic 
group joke is shared about it, and an altemative moral order created. Then irony is again 
used to support another member's interactive agency within the group itself, when she 
has been caught out as not knowing what a mother 'should' about services, showing 
how rich a resource frony can be for the group. This segment begins in a conversation 
between the facilitator Kathy and Susan while waiting for other members to complete 
an individual activity on major life fransitions: Kathy is asking Susan about the 
approaching fransitional event of her son (who has Down's syndrome) starting school, 
1 Kathy: oh right (.2) why what happens 
2 Susan: you mean the transition- the tran- transi oh ye::h (.) cos I- >rve already been up to 
3 the school to talk about it and that sort of stuff so that's really the start of it?< (.3) 
4 Kathy: mm (.) mm what school is he going to? 
5 Susan: I'm hoping he goes to St Joseph's School? (.) but we have the interviews it should 
6 be around next week= 
7 Kathy: [OK so it really is (very present) 
8 Susan: [=or sometime? so they have to say- this is the thing that *gives you the shits* a 
9 bit (.) I mean they have to say oh yes he can come (.) like he cant just go and= 
10 Kathy: [=like any other child 
11 Susan: [they really-yeh-
12 Kathy: [( ) just assimie that wouldn't you 
13 Susan: [(the fact that they have the right to do that? (.) they do have the right to do that 
14 with anybody but-
15 BCathy: [its unlikely to be 
16 Susan: [its never an issue with anybody else-
17 Kathy: yeh its not an issue 
18 Susan: and I just resent that I feel like you know (.) 
19 Alice: begging your child- begging for [your child to be (.2) 
20 Susan: [yeh? 
21 Alice: allowed to come. 
22 Susan: [have to wait for final appro: :yal 
23 Kathy: [so you're on your best behavioiu: 
24 Alice: WE'VE BEEN ON OUR BEST BEHAVIOUR FOR YEARS (HHH) 
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25 () : (HH) 
26 Susan: I'VE BEEN ON ( ) YE:ARS-(SE^CE) MARIA'S IN GRADE SDC-SDCYEARS 
27 I'VE BEEN ON MY BEST BEHAVIOUR! 
28 Trudy: *can't you just go to your local school* 
29 Susan: *no.* (.2) 
30 Trudy: even ifthey've got a special ed unit there 
31 Susan: no I don't think- it a matter of >no you can't just go anywhere you want< 
32 Kathy: there have [to be resources 
33 Susan: [it has to be appro: :ved (.) 
34 Trudy: by? 
35 Susan: *the guidance officer and the Education Department* yeh fliat's the [way it is 
36 Trudy: [guidance officer? (.) is that something I should know (.) now? 
37 Susan: no don't worry about it no don't worry about it till you've got to! 
38 Alice: WHEN YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE ON YOUR BEST BEHAVIOUR 
39 DON'T!- JUST LEAVE IT A COUPLE OF [YEARS HH) 
40 Trudy: [I had to book into ((preschool)) the other day for the year 2002 and she's fifth on 
41 a list for twenty kids! 
42 Kathy: what was that you did? 
43 Ahce: at least [you're smart enough to go and 
44 Trudy: [went to the kindy the local one I walk to because they had an open day- >walkm 
45 down said you know- can she come- what do I do- you know she put her name in 
46 the book- said yeh we'll worry about getting government fimding when she 
47 comes< so-1 mean fifth! 
48 Kathy: yeh 
(Session 6:4-5) 
Susan's story 
Susan infroduces a frouble into the account with "I'm hoping... but" (1.5) indicating that 
there might be a hitch. When Kathy doesn't pick this up Susan makes it more exphcit 
with a complaint (1.8) about the application process in which education becomes not a 
right but a privilege. Susan uses the school principal's words "oh yes he can come", 
recontextualised with a pafronising intonation, to show how arbitrary the process 
appears. With a different intonation and no delay, these words might have meant the 
opposite: that indeed her son can automatically afrend the school. With this 
reappropriation she criticises the inequality of her child's freatment and implies the 
ideal, expected moral order in which all children have equal access to education. This is 
done here with mild sarcasm and veiled anger. Kathy compensates for her previous 
omission by joining Susan's complaint with agreement and overlapping talk (1.10-17) 
supporting her with a shared world view even though she does not personally share the 
experience. 
An ironic discourse develops 
Susan continues into the delicate territory of how this inequity of having to negotiate for 
something as basic as her son's education makes her/ee/, but it is Alice who supplies 
the words that give an ironic twist to the situation, "begging for your child to be allowed 
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to come" (1.19,21), This names thefr reality as they experience it: 'begging' makes clear 
how incongmous thefr freatment is when the policy rhetoric is of integration and 
equality of education for all. Susan accepts this as an accurate representation of the 
event (1,22), 
Kathy takes the fronic tum a step further with a formulation (in counselling language an 
empathic reflection), "so you're on you're best behaviour" (1.23). By using this child-
like metaphor, she highlights the indignity for mothers of needing to beg for services to 
which they should have the right, and hence the gap between what is expected to happen 
and what has happened. Alice and Susan adopt the metaphor with alacrity as an accurate 
naming of their disempowering experiences when negotiating access to services, both 
making facetious comments that incorporate it (1,24-27). It becomes a language resource 
for the group members to name that disempowering experience with greater agency 
because it simultaneously mocks the moral order that creates those experiences. The 
literature talks about the huge burden for parents of children with a disability of constant 
negotiation and advocacy in changing and arbifrary policy envfronments (Read, 2000). 
Here we see some of the painful work occasioned by these encounters. 
The ironic discourse endures 
In the next few utterances Tmdy initiates a serious (non-fronic) side sequence asking if 
it really is that bad (1.28,30), and Susan switches immediately to a suitably serious tone 
in delivering the bad news that unfortunately, indeed it is. Tmdy is initially too shocked 
by the discrepancy between what should be and what is, to be fronic or even angry: she 
is absorbing new and vital information. Yet she quickly tums her attention back to the 
interactional requirements of supporting the group's fronic stance, with a self-ironic 
question (1.36) that comments on her own ignorance in not knowing something she 
'should know', and yet also recovers agency by allowing for it to be perhaps the best 
option not to 'know'. Susan again follows her lead back uito frony, and Alice supports 
this with a reassurance that the moral codes imposed from the outside world of services 
do not have to be obeyed (or not yet anyway). When Alice uses the "best behaviour" 
metaphor again (1.38), the implication is that the mothers can always have some agency 
in this situation because they can name and mock the 'game' with language, even if they 
are captive to it in thefr actions. Tmdy can choose to just go about her normal life, and 
not 'be on her best behaviour' and if this constitutes 'bad behaviour' fr is all the more 
enjoyable: it is the humour of naughty children contemplating bemg caught out. Tmdy's 
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moral status as a good mother has been m doubt momentarily, but the same language 
resource that is used to criticise service providers is used to support her: she does not 
have to conform to their moral order to be a good mother. Here is a clear demonsfration 
that by naming the 'game' of being on thefr best behaviour, the mothers have a new 
language resource available to free them from that game too. On this occasion it was the 
facihtator who supphed this metaphor, but it was the mteractive agency of the group 
members that enabled them to reconstitute themselves by usfrig it. 
CONCLUSION 
Laughter is common in this group, and when examined more closely it tums out to be, 
at cmcial times, ironic. What becomes clear in these three instances of stories about 
service encounters is that for people who have been disempowered, frony offers a way 
to address injustice not just to rail against it. Going further than laughter, the ironic 
humour that sometimes occasions it plays the double role of making light of froubles 
and of questioning the social stmctures and practices that brought those froubles about, 
frony can create a more 'agential' identity, a critical distance from the original 
experience, and an altemative moral order that dares to hope for something better. In the 
segments discussed here, incongmity between what is expected (what should have 
happened) and what actually is (what happened), is made apparent by intonation, 
vocabulary, and re-use of others' speech out of context. Anger tinges some of these 
stories, but ironic humour does additional work to make the moral case. Here irony 
certainly has a different interactional purpose to the joking in group therapy that Sacks 
describes, which serves to keep talking while avoiding personal problems (Jefferson, 
1989). frony conveys the disrespect that makes the moral point while providing a choice 
of discourses, serious or humourous, m which to continue. 
When the group members use ironic humour in talking about encounters with service 
providers, they also make stories of fraumatic experiences into moral accounts, assertmg 
an alternative moral order in which they and thefr children are tmly equal with non-
disabled citizens. This is a moral order forged to criticise those of service providers that 
have duninished them or their child, and to counter the power that institutions have had 
over them. The group members' moral order, undisputed in the group, assumes a world 
where children with disabilities have equal access to educational services as other 
children, and where their mothers are not pafronised but are also freated as citizens with 
rights, for example to adequate financial support, and to medical advice that is not just 
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accurate but also skillfully delivered. In conjuring up such an altematives they mock the 
morality that has operated to thefrs and thefr children's disadvantage and communicate 
hope that it is possible one day to replace 'what is' with 'what should be'. 
This chapter's analysis supports previous conclusions that parents having professional 
aspersions caste on thefr competence can seek to retrieve thefr status refrospectively by 
opposing thefr own knowledge to that of the professional (Bamch, 1981). What is 
common to these stories and Bamch's study of parents' afrocity stories is a concem with 
the parents' agency. However, 'afrocities' is too sfrong a term for these mothers' 
froubles, nor are they involved in justifying themselves as in Bamch's work, but in 
displaying thefr froubles to the group for mutual support and leaming. Stories are an 
effective way to do this, as I have previously argued. Storytelling is indeed a moral 
activity: "What makes a story significant and remarkable and what makes us observe, 
remember and narrate an event in the first place is its moral, which must be captured 
and conveyed in the telling of the story" (Bergmann, 1998). What this chapter makes 
clear is that troubles telling in this group can have a moral dimension. 
The role of the audience (in this case the other group participants) is important in 
supporting the altemative 'non-professional' moral order. The group's affiliative 
chmate makes it an ideal context for moral talk, because the power of an altemative 
increases if it is constmcted as a joint activity. When experiences are shared they are not 
only generalised, but they also gain intensity (Sacks, 1992a). Perhaps for this reason, 
one way to make moral statements less risky is to involve others fri it and to create a 
shared moral view (Bergmann, 1998). The group context provides the support for 
members to reformulate others' actions as blameworthy, and themselves therefore as 
sufficiently powerful to attribute blame. 
By telling stories of thefr fraumatic encounters with health, education, and welfare 
service providers, group participants constmct more morally adequate and competent 
identities for themselves than those service-providers imphed at the time. In this the 
mothers' accounts echo Bamch's studies of other parent-professional talk. The group 
provides its members with a refrospective opportunity to redress the unwelcome 
positioning that apparently could not be corrected at the time, and to shift thefr own 
relationship to the fraumatic experience from one of passive mendicant service-user to 
active critical service user. The group members move away from the victimhood they 
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tell of, because their narrative and discourse positions shift after the tellfrig, A victun is 
still within the sphere of the oppressor, but by naming the experience afresh (with the 
power of Freire's 'word'), she moves out from under this. Victimhood becomes less 
important than the power to name reality as one sees it, in a forum where others 
strengthen that view of the moral world. The task is to find a discourse position that can 
name their reality, and the fronic humour discourse position is one such. Like afrocity 
tales, these mothers' troubles tales have a subversive element: they are "culturally 
illegitimate attempts" at greater confrol over those with power (Dingwall 1977, quoted 
by Bamch, 1981). Were they more obviously accounts of afrocious events then the 
irony would conceivably be less necessary to make the moral point. What irony does is 
allow them to name the world as they experience it, as morally incongment, and 
therefore to highlight the taken-for-granted oppression they experience. Naming it, 
criticising it, and commenting on it gives agency as opposed to being 'named' by the 
world according to professional, problem-oriented service providers. For mothers who 
have had the dashed expectations of having a child with a disability, but who 
nonetheless reject the assumption that their, and their child's, destiny is tragedy, 
(Landsman, 1998; Read, 2000), there is a piercing knowledge of how the world needs to 
change to accommodate themselves and their children as citizens with rights and human 
beings with dignity. They need to be angry and assertive as mothers, but also to 
maintain hope, to laugh at troubles, to go on. Telling stories of frauma with humour and 
irony helps them to do this. 
Morality is a powerful though contested aspect of reality. For mothers in general it has 
its own oppressive versions; for mothers of children with a disability there are further 
layers of moral imputation to contend with. Mothers of children with a disability are 
engaged in challenging dominant representations of tiieir children and constmctmg new 
language resources to name their experience eind achieve greater agency: 
"what the literature refers to as a process of parental adjustment may be a matter 
not of becoming resigned to the tragedy of not having a normal child but rather 
of being challenged by, and redefining through experience, existing cultural 
understandings of what constituted normality and perfection" (Landsman, 1998, 
p.93). 
Words like perfection and normality imply a moral order and resistance to them creates 
a new moral order. If there were no such concepts then 'disability' would not be the 
defining concept in encounters with service providers and there would be no need to 
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befray the mothers with hope-denying prognoses, pafronise them with euphemisms or 
assumptions of neediness, or use special procedures for accessing regular services. It is 
this quest that the mothers in this group are engaged in, a quest to change the words and 
therefore the reality: to act upon the world by naming it differently. Furthermore, it may 
well be that "Examining how mothers of infants with disabilities define and redefine 
thefr identities in the course of mothering contributes to the knowledge of how 
motherhood is constituted m various contexts" (Landsman, 1998, p.79). 
In this analysis the CA method has allowed me to make demonsfrable connections 
between the world of social institutions and the intimate life of the group, CA 
conceptions of humour, narrative and reported speech in particular, have exposed how 
this marginalised group come to painstakingly constmct altemative moral orders. This 
exploration has also made some progress in answering the question of how self-
reconstitution might happen through talk. Members can name experiences differently by 
choosing a discourse that invites altemative subject positions, and in the process 
constitute themselves in empowering ways. In this way the constitution of 'critical 
service users' becomes observable by using CA analytic tools. 
In feminist groupwork we seek out stories and accounts of experiences, including those 
that were fraumatic or disempowering. In this group, women can reflect on these and 
develop an altemative 'moral order' with the support of other participants. As Dorothy 
Smith reminds us, "It is this essential retum to the experience we ourselves have 
directly in our everyday worlds that has been the distinctive mode of working in the 
women's movement..." (Smith, 1987, p,58). Where the previous data chapter analyses 
have identified a climate of affiliation, and narrative expressions of interactive agency, 
this chapter identified some of the moments of discursive agency embedded in those. In 
the next chapter I take up a much broader bmsh to connect the pattems of mteraction 
identified m these past four data chapters with a fenunist analysis of civic contributions 
made outside the public domam. 
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CHAPTER 8 
MOTHERINQ DISABILITY AND CITIZENSHIP 
INTRODUCTION 
Data analyses of the member-based conversational format (in the previous three 
chapters( has found that the women in this community-based group provide affihation 
and support, create leaming opportunities, manage the difference that is necessary for 
that leaming, and allow for experiences to be recounted in more empowering ways. The 
current chapter will connect these achievements with broader social relations by using a 
feminist theory of social citizenship (outlined in Chapter 2). As feminist research which 
follows the teachings of Dorothy Smith in intention if not entfrely in methodology, the 
hope here is to create "a way of seeing, from where we actually live, into the powers, 
processes, and relations that organise and determine the everyday context of that 
setting" (Smith, 1987, p.9). Paying close and respectful attention to the conversation m 
this women's group, I have detailed an aspect of 'the everyday world of lived 
experience' defined by Smith as the beginning point for research. By now using a 
broader bmsh to describe that experience in terms of Smith's 'powers, processes and 
relations', I will suggest that community-based groups provide useful material for 
femmist interrogations of the public-private split. This chapter, then, will make an 
argument for why the micro achievements of the previous three chapters are important, 
by placing them within a macro framework that is relevant to social work. At tiie same 
time, the limitations of seeing community-based feminist groupwork as a form of social 
citizenship will also become clear. 
A social constmction view of groupwork (such as tiiat by McDermott, 2002) allows tiiat 
groups are a site for social relations to be constiiicted, and this can readily include at 
least some aspects of citizenship. Feminist social citizenship is chosen here as the 
framework for understanding this group's connection with broader social relations 
because it specifically analyses women's activities in non-public spaces. It identifies 
many traditional women's activities there that sustain and change a civil society. While 
it might be tempting to see these activities as inevitably subversive, they are often also 
conservative, but in a postmodem worid these two attiibutes can exist sunultaneously. 
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Deprived of and at times avoiding opportunities in the pubhc sphere, women can still 
exercise citizenship by participating in these altemative ways. These activities have 
commonly either been ignored or relegated to individualised spheres of action, yet a 
feminist concem shows how non-public community activities contribute to others' well-
being and to social change. 
By using the concept of social citizenship, the group activities of the mothers of a child 
with a disability can therefore be situated within feminist pohtics. Mothers of children 
with a disability are marginalised in a society that is both patriarchal and prejudiced 
about disability and so thefr personal actions to change things for themselves are also 
political. Although feminist scholars have made these theoretical points before, this 
study provides a specific context and evidence for them, I propose that the group 
members are accomplishing more than keeping a group going; they are using this forum 
as a site for change. They change themselves and each other (including the facilitator), 
and are able to take altemative identities and discourses from this group into other sites 
of change. 
Unlike in the previous data chapters, in this chapter I will use what the mothers say 
about the group (their opinions about and experiences of it produced in post-group 
interviews) as well as what they do within it, I will recall aspects of my previous 
analysis of the talk, while infroducing group members' accounts ofthat talk provided in 
post-group interviews. Parallels between the interactional findings of the data chapters, 
the findings of other research highlighted in Chapter 2, and the mothers' own reports in 
interviews, sfrengthen the argument that the group members' activities identified in this 
study have social significance. If the group members use a concept to explam their 
group experience, it is a further reason for me to pay attention to it in my analysis. 
However, the post-group interviews where members represent thefr experience 
refrospectively provide a completely different set of data from the group talk, as they 
are produced for the separate research event of the mterview. In fact a social 
constmction view of those interviews must acknowledge the facilitator's imphcit 
influence on what is said: to make this process fransparent the mterview schedule of 
questions is shown in Appendix Fl, For this methodological reason the two sets of data 
are not used to validate each other but as valuable supplementary information. Referring 
to the talk analysed by conversation analysis, the group members' refrospective 
evaluations will be regarded as a set of expert opinions, used much like a hterature 
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review. They enable me to discuss the relevance (and limitations) of the concepts of 
group participation produced by the 'talk-in-interaction' analysis rather than to bolster 
any argument for thefr presence. They provide an additional context, a very important 
one from a feminist perspective, within which to consider these findings. Another way 
to conceptualise the 'additional context' is to see it as bracketing off 'representation' in 
order to study 'reality' (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997), having done the reverse fri the data 
chapters. In other words, acknowledging that it is not possible to look both at the world 
and at it being constructed at the same time, these tasks are separated. The data chapters 
used a social constmction epistemology to see how the group's social realities 
(identities, discourses and relations) are constmcted, and this chapter will now freat 
these realities as fact in order to discuss thefr functions, 
I will approach this first by briefly summarising the case presented in Chapter 2 about 
the conditions of mothering work in general, and the conditions of mothering a child 
with a disability in particular. This will be the foundation for an argument that many of 
this group's activities are a form of social citizenship, I will then show how these 
citizenship activities are manifested in the group and understood by group participants, 
I represent the data from the interviews by using the 'arial' font and also present the 
group's talk differently in this chapter: rather than a CA franscription I will use italics 
and 'parsing' (phrases that attribute a stmcture to the talk). This format reinforces the 
different intention of this chapter's analysis: that it is the content and not the interaction 
that is the focus, 
UNDERSTANDING MOTHERING WORK 
Feminists argue that motherhood has been socially constmcted and regulated to reflect 
patriarchal interests while the fraditional split of public and private spheres has rendered 
women's productive activity unpaid and invisible, A feminist definition of work can 
include everyday practices mothers engage in while caring for their children and show 
up gaps in knowledge about these activities: about tiie actual work of mothering, about 
how women leam this work, and about how social support contributes to these 
activities. However, the conditions and discourses tiiat limit mothers' activities also 
excite their resistance. Feminist practitioners need to know how the organisation of 
mothering (as one instance of a marginalised activity) is constmcted, how women are 
shaped by it, how they resist and change it, and how they manage the confradictions of 
constraint and agency, Confradictions can be a beginning point for a new level of 
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understanduig simply because they are not resolvable at the level at which they first 
appear. To bring about personal and therefore political change mothers need to first 
identify and hold up for discussion the confradictions they live in. It is difficult to voice 
devalued experiences and yet in these expressions the possibilities for change exist, A 
women's group tries to allow more accurate and agential representations of experience, 
supported by the discovery of not being alone in that experience, and the development 
of a shared language for it. The previous data chapters show how this particular group 
provides members with opportunities and support to revisit thefr experiences in new 
ways, and indicate some of the ways that process is lunited. 
As Chapter 2 outlined, all mothers need to leam mothering and a mother of a child with 
a disability has to do so in a context of public prejudice about disability. Accounts by 
scholars and mothers document how the mother has to deal with service providers who 
often do not value her expertise about her own child, and who may hold inordinate 
power over her quality of life. She has to manage difficult fransitions when new 
problems require new solutions (such as at the time of diagnosis of disability, or 
negotiating entry into school). She has to leam about complex medical, physical, 
psychological, and social phenomena. Undertaking these tasks in the midst of powerful 
discourses of fragedy and martyrdom, of perfection and normality, these mothers have 
multiple and at tunes confradictory responses. The literature also documents how a 
mother comes to be not just a carer for a child whom society does not value, but also an 
advocate for many others who are similarly devalued. 
Relations of caring in society have been largely ignored in the fraditional view of social 
citizenship because caring was relegated to the private, domestic sphere. Yet these 
caring relations, includfrig mothering, are also relied upon to support the pubhc domain 
through the work of (mamly) women in the private and community reahns. Citizenship 
is expressed and citizens are constmcted in domestic and community settings just as 
much as they are in the act of voting or in membership in formal civic organisations. 
Community-based groups of many kinds exist in the ambiguous space between pubhc 
and private, and they become more significant for women or others who are not 
involved fully in the public sphere. 
235 
To answer the question "What do these group members achieve for themselves and each 
other?" within the context of a feminist friterrogation of mothering, I will now re-frame 
the talk-ui-friteraction of this group as a series of social citizenship activities. 
THE GROUP'S ACHIEVEMENTS 
The complex experiences of mothering a child with a disability identified in the feminist 
literature are also evident m this group's interactions where the members adopt many 
shifting and often confradictory discourses and identities to position themselves in 
relation to thefr experiences. They affirm the role of mother as nurturer, but include 
within it the role of advocate. They may adopt the discourse of social disabihty that 
promotes integration and normalisation, but sometimes they also challenge it because 
normalisation can ignore the physical reahties of disability and create new pressures. 
The mothers in this group, as in the literature, may come to exphcitly value the enriched 
experience of life their child gives them, but they can also be overwhelmed by the hard 
physical and emotional work of caring, and may use the group as a safe place to say so. 
The more experienced mothers tend to have adopted the positive discourse of disability 
self-consciously, linking it with the work of advocacy and changing negative prejudices, 
and so are careful not to leave a lasting negative impression. Through all these activities 
the group members accept, reject, and reconstmct the dominant cultural representations 
of their children and themselves. 
In Chapters 5, 6 and 7 we saw how members use advice, stories and irony to inform 
each other about aspects of mothering, to protect each other fix)m identities of lesser 
status, and to experiment with different discourses and identities that provide support or 
open up new ways of understanding froubles. The argument that members are pursuing 
social citizenship goals in such group interactions involves understanding the 
community-based leaming group as a semi-private space: a 'community mezzanine'. 
The sharp distinctions between civic actions and personal actions are dissolved and the 
mothers' group contributions are as much as citizens as they are as mothers. Although it 
might be assumed that the women participate only for themselves, the ways in which 
they interact in the group illuminate a different reality. Using a feminist social 
citizenship framework, I argue that the group members are contributing as citizens in at 
least four different ways: 
• Leaming the work of mothering 
• Expanding altemative discourses 
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• Pursuing self-development 
• Caring for each other. 
These achievements have specific importance for mothers of children with a disabihty 
but also might be expected to occur in other groups of this geme (that is, community-
based leaming and support groups). Although the challenges of mothering a child, with a 
disability create very specific tasks for this group, the activities of self-development, 
reciprocal caring, mutual leaming, and using language to create new possibihties could 
be expected to be addressed in other community-based leaming groups for people 
sharing other forms of marginalisation. At the same time it must be said that there are 
many moments in the groups' talk when opportunities to pursue these activities are 
either not optimally provided by the facilitator or not optimally used by the participants, 
and I will also attempt to identify how these could be minimised. 
LEARNING THE WORK OF MOTHERING 
As I have argued earlier mothering is a civic contribution of great and undervalued 
significance. It is perplexing how providing new citizens fit to take up their own 
participation and rights can have previously been constmcted as exfraneous to 
'citizenship'. Indeed it is the marginalisation and relegation to the private sphere of the 
work of mothering which makes its reclamation vital. Even more problematic is the 
concept of mothering citizens who are obviously less than perfect in a world that likes 
to pretend perfection is possible, indeed normal. Yet the task of healing social schisms 
such as this (between the person with a disability and the so-called 'normal' person), of 
negotiating services at the interface of private and public worlds on behalf of her child, 
and of challenging limiting concepts of motherhood in her everyday actions, makes the 
mother of a child with a disability a supremely active citizen. Even the apparently 
simple busfriess of leaming how to mother is made necessary by the privatisation and 
isolation of mothering, and is a task about which much is assumed but httle is 
understood. As one motiier sums it up ui her mterview: 
Mothering itself, without the added factor of a disability, is just like- nobody 
comes with their little book with diagrams saying this is what you do (Laurel). 
There is a lack of attention to how mothers leam the work of mothering as opposed to 
what health professionals might try to teach tiiem, and especially to how they exercise 
agency in seeking out and undertaking that leaming. Even though the mothers would 
not necessarily frame what they do as work, by studying it as 'work' new insights 
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emerge, fricludmg how the job is leamt and how mothers' support each other m 
undertaking it. Although this does not solve the problem articulated by Dorothy Smith, 
that "what we do as mothers (is left) without a conceptual home" (Smith, 1987, p.68), fr 
at least acknowledges and participates in the search for that 'conceptual home' for 
motherhood. That this group's achievements occur in the context of additionally 
confradictory and devalued mothering experience makes thefr study more revealing. In 
previous data chapters we saw how the mothers leam the work of mothering. Here I will 
revisit these activities by examining the content rather than the process of the group's 
talk. The challenges of leaming through differences will be briefly considered (see 
Chapter 5 for a detailed explication), before an outline of several different leaming 
processes: receiving advice and information, listening to others' experiences, and 
exploring one's own experiences. 
Learning through difference 
The concept of leaming from each other implies that mothers are at different stages and 
so have varying leaming and support needs. In fact these stages not only appeared in 
group interactions (Chapter 5 gave a detailed account of the relevance of differences 
between 'new' and 'experienced' mothers), they were explicitly mentioned by the 
members themselves both within the group and later in interviews. Susan and Dianne 
both refer to the concept of group readiness in thefr interviews. For Susan, with a five 
year-old, the group would have been most useful at an earher stage: 
I really loved coming to the group... but I wished I'd been able to do it when 
Josh was younger... I think I needed it a lot more then, 
but for Dianne, whose twins are 12 months old, any earlier would have been impossible: 
(I've) got past all that really small baby stuff... You know, I don't think you're 
ready for (a group like this) when you're still in that mode because you're still 
just too stressed... I mean I suppose I was ready (for the group) and also 
because I then had a diagnosis and knew exactly what the story was with Liam 
as well, whereas before I wouldn't have really known what to say about that 
because nobody had told us exactly...Six months before, I would have just 
been a mess... Yes, just the right thing at the right time... that's why its so good 
I suppose, and things that I hadn't really thought about, it really brought up for 
me". 
As if to confirm this, Alice noted in the interview the use that group members made of 
the framework of 'newer' and 'experienced' mothers, referring to the framework tiiat 
Yasmin infroduced of pre- and post-two year stages: 
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I think one of the things that was good was people naming some of their 
differences: Yasmin named some of that stuff about being in an earlier or later 
stage, and I think Laurel also named kind of obviously being older, and yes I 
think Trudy did some of that too". 
It is clear that the stages of mothering a child with a disability, which proved significant 
to the group interactions examined in the data analysis chapters, are also important to 
the members' ways of thinking. This was reinforced by thefr ready response to the 
'Manifesto' activity (Session 5:18-27) of providing hypothetical advice for other 
mothers 'in their shoes, say, twelve ago', Susan went on to successfiilly submit this 
'manifesto' (Appendix El) to the Down Syndrome Association of Queensland 
newsletter, and it was also subsequently reproduced in the New South Wales newsletter 
(Appendix E2). Groups such as this could therefore be deliberately targeted at newer 
mothers, but that would leave out the valuable input of more experienced mothers. 
Perhaps the community education approach of carefully designed advertising and course 
information, and thereafter tmsting people to make the best choice for them, is useful 
for this reason, I will now tum to the group and identify three complementary processes 
enabling leaming. 
Receiving advice and information 
Although a great deal of information and even advice is passed between group 
members, it is largely done imphcitly through such devices as telling second stories. 
However, there are a handful of specific requests for information and advice that receive 
prompt and careful attention from other group members. In Chapter 5 this type of 
activity is explored in detail, with special attention to how it breaks with, and restores, 
orduiary civilities, 
Tmdy, for example, seeks advice and information from the more experienced mothers 
as a first-time mother of a 12 month-old, and this is not always an easy process. When 
Alice and Susan discuss negotiating the entry of thefr school-age children frito normal 
primary schools, Tmdy gets a hard lesson m reality (see Chapter 5, Segment 2). A little 
later in that session Tmdy acknowledges that she ffrids some of this learning difficult: 
(I'm) learning now about all the other things that are out there-
that are nasty and scary and that sort of (make you) feel... 
'Is it going to be like that? 'you know 
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and I realise there will be things I have to cope with. 
In an action that shows caring as well as sensitivity to the leaming discourse, the more 
experienced Susan then reassures her: 
I suppose too. just because you 've said that-
I've really focused on the negative aspects-
Imean there's lots ofreally-
I've had a blessed life and also with Josh. 
Tmdy evidently needs to leam from other mothers despite the 'nasty and scary things', 
and feels secure that thefr responses will be both valuable and sensitively dehvered, 
because she again asks for advice after the formal close of the same session. In this 
segment her request for advice about taking her child to a playgroup is met with many 
pieces of information and advice from other members (see Chapter 5, Segment 5), 
These responses manage to make the main two, broadly opposing, options equally 
acceptable without evoking uncomfortable conflict or difference. From Tmdy's 
comments in the interview it is clear that she regarded the advice and information given 
in the group, including when she was not directiy involved m the talk, as useful. She 
recollects a discussion between other members about various support services: 
From the group, the other people that had experience, they mentioned different 
funding for different services that I hadn't heard of. I think it was even just child 
care... respite care and I'd never even heard of that sort of thing... and its hard 
to find out about services because there's no place you can just ring... You sort 
of find out things through other people in the situation. 
Newer mothers clearly leam about mothering, and about the world of services for 
children with disabilities m particular, from other members. This may arguably not be 
the most efficient or consistent way of leaming about services, and should probably be 
seen as a supplementary source of information to more formal sources. Nonetheless 
there is a value-added component to this information: mothers can also offer an 
evaluation of the service based on thefr own experience. The potential awkwardness of 
advice-giving means that often the leaming occurs in listenfrig to, and reflectmg on, 
other exchanges, and I will now summarise these. 
Learning by listening to others' experiences 
When members talk about their experiences, they display tiiem for each other as well as 
for the facilitator. This happens in a range of ways including by reporting on tiiefr 
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fridividual reflections in the activities and by offering second stories. As the data 
analysis in the preceding chapters discusses, the members' experiences become 
resources for other members to use while avoiding creating the differences in identity or 
status that more explicit advice-giving evokes. In Chapter 6 the group's use of second 
stories has been explored in detail. Sometimes second stories offer a remedy to a frouble 
in a non-intmsive way as in Segment 1. Here Susan admits she has limited her child's 
social opportunities because of safety concems (which is a fransgressive statement in 
the context of the social integration she advocates) and tums to Alice for advice about 
how to manage the risks. Alice begins to give direct advice but instead switches to a 
'second story' that demonsfrates her remedy: 
I just think you have to say-
Sam 's had a sleepover at a. at someone who's a childcare worker 
and just you know has known him since-. 
Susan immediately sees her own possible remedy suggested in this story fragment (to 
initiate visits with a suitable family she knows) and proclaims: 
that's what really I need to do! 
At other times, second stories help to put a frouble in a different context, sometimes by 
extemahsing it. fri Segment 2 Dianne tells a harrowing story of her family's 
insensitivity to disability, which leads into complaints about the general public's 
prejudices. Alice and Yasmin then tell amusing stories that make it clear this is a 
common experience for mothers of children with a disability and therefore that 
prejudice is a social ill even though it causes individual suffering. This makes it 
possible for Dianne to reframe her 'frouble' as the task of deciding a suitable response 
to such statements rather than as the painful experience itself This is a frouble that she 
has a great deal more agency m remedying: 
Its funny you don't know whether to be nice to people 
or just say 'he's got cerebral palsy just shut up'! 
Occasionally a member comments m the group on what she has leamt from another 
group member's words. In the second session Eve explicitly draws on something Susan 
has said the week before. In response to an exercise in Session 1 about neglected parts 
of herself, Susan had said 
I think its joy, I think its plain downright joy (that's neglected). 
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In Session 2, Eve uses this to describe how she feels about having a child with a 
disability: 
I don't really want to think about things like that, 
I mean, you know, like to do with my daughter, 
because I think, well, its too depressing...the fact there is no joy. 
Since you said that last week 
I've just been thinking every day 'Where is the joy with my daughter? What's it 
all about?' 
Such vicarious learning from others' disclosures can clearly be as unsettling and even 
unwelcome as it is enlightening. However, comments in the interviews show how this 
type of leaming can also help in dealings with the general pubhc and with service 
providers: 
I hadn't met any other families that had a disabled child... but this really made 
me sort of see other families in similar situations, and how they are dealing with 
things and a few pitfalls to come! So it was really good just to be with other 
people, and realising that you really need to be out there advocating for that 
child othenA/ise nobody else is going to... Just to know that other people have 
the same things happen, and just to know what could happen. I mean they 
weren't really bad things, I guess they're just things you haven't thought about, 
like kids going to school. It's a bit far off to really think about but I mean, already 
I've been on the phone to the Education Department (since the group) (Dianne) 
And even speaking to some of the people in the group who had older 
children...its not just me that isn't over it...Just that feeling of "well, we need to 
know more because we're just not totally OK with everything the way it is and 
we just need to know more'... So it was good that there were people with older 
kids that had had things that I may come across and how they dealt with it 
(Trudy) 
As Chapter 6 argues, second stories were particularly suited to leaming fix)m others' 
experiences because unlike specific advice-giving, they constmcted common identities 
as storytellers. From the mterviews it is also clear that leaming m this way was 
important to group members, especially the newer mothers. 
However, while members freely confess learning from each other, tiiey do not usually 
speak of educating each other. The necessarily collaborative and affiliative group 
climate means the mothers here are comfortable witii leaming fix)m each otiier, but 
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avoid explicitly educating each other. They are reluctant to claim a status that might be 
considered superior to other group members even when differentials in experience are 
used in the interactions. Even the member who when interviewed, did see herself as able 
to offer advice in the group, reports holding back: 
Its like if only I knew then what I know now, and a lot of them had worries which 
in time will lessen, and they just have to stick in there and do the best they 
can... Like I could have given them all so much. I could have said 'listen, 
dadadada, listen...' (Laurel) 
The need to be indfrect about educating others can cause problems, however. Advice 
given implicitly rather than explicitly leaves its interpretation rather open and increases 
the danger of being misunderstood, as the following example shows, fri Session 2 the 
dominant discourse of parental adjustment (in bold) in Eve's self-examination: 
... its really easy for me to just forget about it or just go y 'know- 'oh its all OK '-
but it's not, because it's the sort of thing it's going to catch up at some point..., 
is challenged by Alice with. 
It's really mysterious what that kind of 'facing up to it' is like... what is that?... 
There's all sorts of expectations about what the proper way to deal with 
something is. 
However, Tmdy does not pick up the critical challenge of this statement and freats it 
like a sfraight-forward question needing an answer, effectively closing the critical tum 
of the conversation with her response: 
/ think it's when you hit the real world. 
The opportunity to resist that dominant discourse by critiquing the premise that 
underpins it is lost because Alice has carefully veiled her challenge, in a group that does 
not openly embrace a critical discourse. The advantage of this openness is that members 
like Tmdy can still contribute from thefr experience. It is likely in a diverse group that 
any overly dominant discourse will silence someone, and in fact it is probably 
impossible not to exclude some members at some time in the group. 
The one possible exception to the aversion to exphcit teaching is ui relation to the 
facilitator. An instance in which Alice informs me that I cannot assume I share common 
experience as a mother Avith mothers of children with a disability (Chapter 4, Segment 
4) is exphcitly about 'settfrig me sfraight'. When I tell a second story about children's 
fickle fiiendships she says "its not the same", thereby letting me know that the defining 
experience for her in this matter is the margfriahsation of her child rather than the 
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ordmary anxieties of general parenting. This statement may be out of keeping with the 
general affiliative climate but it does not threaten the affihation with other members that 
underpins group leaming. It silences me, but appropriately so. 
The leaming that occurs through hstening to others' experiences is in many ways the 
major interest of this thesis, but it is inextricable from another way of learning, 
exploring one's own experiences. 
Exploring own experiences 
Although anecdotal and intuitive knowledge indicates that we leam through exploring 
our own experiences, interactive evidence of this is hard to identify definitively. Here I 
will use one member, Dianne's, responses over time to approach this task, and the 
interview responses will add another dimension. When Dianne comes into the group she 
is at times almost inarticulate in her attempts to express her experiences: 
I found it hard to write down my hopes because the last year's. 
It 'sjust been so dreadful 
and I hate to start on a downward but 
it 'sjust been really hard for me to actually think (haha) 
to write things down but, but I sort of thought that 
it'd be good to meet some new people and meet some people in the same 
situation because I haven't, or in a similar situation, just to go... 
and also just to do something for myself for a change because I'm getting sort of 
tired of spending- being- being-yeah, so I guess being a fairly.... 
She speaks of a lost past when she knew what her life was about, 
/ used to have a big spiritual component in my life before and that's just 
completely gone, 
and compares this to her current 'neglected self, 
everything about me is neglected! 
In the third session she finds words to sum up not only hers but other members' 
confradictory experiences of motherhood: 
that's it yeah, you fall into everybody else's expectations, society's expectations, 
and then we 're trying to fit our own into that, 
and by the fifth session she is able to name her own personal experience, 
I'm sort of there somewhere in the middle 
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trying to get a comfortable feeling of being a mother. 
In the final session she describes not only her fraumatic experiences (having twins one 
of whom has a disability, and havmg postnatal depression), but also says: 
(I'm) sort of turning the comer, 
and looks back at the fear of coming to the ffrst group session as a thing of the past: 
the first week was pretty scary. 
In the post-group interview Dianne was very clear about the benefits for her of thinking 
about and sharing her experiences in the group: 
I found that it really did make me think a lot about lots of things to do with being 
a mother and you know, I had already thought about those kinds of things, 
about what society thinks of mothers, all those issues, but to share them with 
other people, and hear what other people think about it too, was really 
interesting. Because you don't get much time to talk to other mothers when 
you've got the children around you, just running around feeding them and 
changing them! 
In their interviews other members also reflected on the changes brought about for them 
by the opportunity to think about their experiences in a different way. Even though 
those changes were not necessarily apparent in the talk, what members say about them 
parallels what is said in the literature about voicing one's own experiences and hearing 
those of others: 
Naming a reality, becoming clearer about identifying a reality... it actually makes 
you more aware of what you're NOT choosing, and then you feel like you have 
a choice to actually choose differently next time (Alice); 
One of the good things was that it wasn't all about sharing your stuff verbally: 
there were a lot of inner reflective (activities) which I thought probably suits 
some people, that you've got other stuff you go away with as well as the talk in 
the group (Alice); 
It was just a good comfortable sort of feeling working through different issues 
which did affect me which I may not have thought about beforehand but when 
they were brought up in that situation it was, well yes, that may affect me 
(Trudy). 
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Talkmg and reflectfrig in the group can produce changes in members' relation to thefr 
experience, and these changes can become apparent in subsequent talk. Members' 
recollections produced hi the mterviews describe some of these frmer processes, 
supporting the groupwork and social work hterature that documents the importance of 
group support. However, the evidence of such self-reconstitution is still fafrly shght, 
given the clauns that are made for consciousness-raisfrig groups. This may be a deficit 
of the methodology, which can only identify the interactional shifts self-reconstitution 
makes. Perhaps narrative analysis would provide greater leverage for this task, focusmg 
as it does on stories as meaning-makmg. It is also possible that 'self-reconstitution' is 
not the best concept to identify the change processes m these groups. 
In summary, the community-based leaming and support group is an important site for 
leaming the work of mothering in a society which either minimises this work, assumes 
it to be unnecessary, or creates disempowering relationships with 'experts' to ensure it. 
In a patriarchal society where mothering is assumed to be 'natural' little attention has 
been given to how mothers leam, still less to how they do this in private and semi-
private spaces. In this community-based women's group there is evidence of leaming, 
and an indication of the processes underpinning it. The members seek out new 
information from each other even though it may evoke low status identities such as 
'novice', or constmct unwelcome discourses such as of 'fragedy'. The mothers prefer 
implicit and open-ended ways to convey information, such as storytelling, but also use a 
range of conversational devices to invite, and impart, information. The analysis of thefr 
talk as an interactional accomplishment shows that while they may be exploring their 
own life frajectories, they inevitably contribute to other members' parallel explorations. 
If this group is viewed as a site for social citizenship, one of the few available to those 
citizens predominantly relegated to the private sphere, its significance as a space where 
mothers actively seek to become better mothers is clearer. Here thefr agency can also go 
beyond the personal and inspire other mothers, perhaps even charting the joumey to 
motherhood's 'conceptual home'. Such a conceptual home can only be found if mothers 
take the risk of creating new discourses, and this group, at times, provides a safe place 
for private words to begin to become public. 
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EXPANDING DISCOURSES 
The group provides an envfronment in which members can grapple with putting thefr 
own marginal thoughts into words. Talking about experiences of disability in one's own 
voice requfres finding new languages that do justice to the confradictions of that 
experience, because in a society that judges its members on thefr productivity, proximity 
to perfection, and conformity with preferred hfestyles, the dominant discourses silence 
much of the richness and confusion that mothers of children with a disabihty live with 
daily. That such talk is also a civic contribution becomes clear with a poststmctural 
argument: creating new language resources is an act of courage and generosity that 
builds social connectedness and can eventually liberate private experience into the 
public domain. 
The segments of talk that have been analysed in this thesis show the group members 
supporting each other to overcome ignorance, to voice froubles, and to rise above them. 
Inevitably there are consfraints for the group members alongside the opportunities. 
These consfraints flow both from the facilitator's discourses, summarised in Chapter 4, 
and those of the group members. The facilitator uses postmodem discourses of self and 
of mothering as multiple, fluid, and confradictory, as agential and yet socially 
constmcted, although they are relatively emergent rather than sharply defined 
discourses. Yet she also uses the modernist discourses of self-development non-
reflectively: these confradictions may be enriching but they may also be confusing. 
Multiple discourses of mothering also exist, but the facilitator's language resources do 
not include the dominant disability discourses of problems, fragedy, grief or even of 
normahsation, fri this way the facilitator largely avoids speaking of things she cannot 
claim knowledge of from personal experience: she avoids a professional discourse 
relating to disability (her professional discourse instead relates to self and society, 
which she can authentically speak of personally). The following discussion focuses 
particularly on discourses of disability, because this best demonsfrates the achievements 
of the participants rather than the facilitator. 
Introducing new discourses 
The process of voicing disturbing new experiences requfres findmg a suitable discourse 
for them. The group activities provide some new discourses but members also infroduce 
their own. Expressing one's experiences allows one to understand them, to claim them 
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and perhaps even to distance oneself from them, but creating a new discoiurse for one's 
own experiences also infroduces a new resource for the others present. Although it is 
not possible here to speak of members' intentions, fr is observable that members pay 
attention to each others' knowledge, identities and discourses and in so doing make thefr 
own discourse and experience more 'bearable' to each other. 
If the other member is seekfrig knowledge this can be an educative process. For 
instance, differences in experience create opportunities to gently initiate each other into 
discourses of disability. The marginal status of people with disabilities means that 
mothers are often advocates who fight for what thefr child deserves, and they may 
educate other mothers to also be advocates. While all such mothers have to deal with 
inadequate services and a prejudiced public, they do not all talk about these trials in the 
same way. Mothers in this group who have not yet taken up discourses of normahsation 
and integration have to grapple with them here. When Susan talks about the painfiil 
aspects of having her child join a normal pre-school group, Dianne says 
When you were saying how you felt when you were at the kindy I thought 'oh 
god if that was melwouldn 't have gone back'. 
Even though Susan replies with a reassurance that 
it was the worst and the best thing that ever happened because it made me be 
out there, 
Dianne still challenges whether such experiences are necessary: 
/ mean at the time you didn't think maybe there's somewhere better for him? 
Susan is surprised by this comment from outside the normalisation discourse that she 
had assumed they held in common, and replies: 
somewhere better?... no no I believe passionately in going to the local kindy. 
Dianne has spoken from a standard mothering discourse tiiat assumes the immediate 
happmess of a child (or a parent) is the over-ridmg consideration, but Susan has the 
broader goal of integrating children with disabilities into regular educational services. 
More experienced mothers display a range of attitudes to thefr 'disability' experiences, 
for example by externalising, by taking a stance of personal agency in telling stories of 
service encounters, or by holding confradictions without mshing to deny one side of tiie 
reality. They display tiiese by such actions as posing hypothetical questions, telling 
second stories, naming difficulties, making formulations, and giving advice if it is 
requested or can be made implicit. Newer mothers are tiius inducted into a discourse of 
disability rights, which is both open and questioning. 
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An open discourse 
As facihtator I deliberately did not use disability discourses to infroduce the group 
activities, but based them on discourses of self-development and mothering instead. 
Although ideally a facihtator who wanted to allow members' maxunum confrol over 
discourses would not infroduce her own discourses, this is actually impossible. 
Furthermore the discourses mfroduced by other members were also inevitably 
consfraining in some ways, Tmdy's comment in the interview shows that this is 
common sense knowledge: 
You didn't know the people before you got there, and you don't want to burden 
everyone else,., I'd rather wait till you know them... and find out what I should 
and shouldn't be saying. 
On the other hand, it was freeing to at least one other member to not know the others in 
the group: Dianne stated she did not feel consfrained by others' expectations about her 
talk for that reason. As her child had a different type of disability she was also much 
less likely than Tmdy to meet up with other members again, and this may have been a 
significant contextual factor in her sense of freedom. In the interview, she says: 
I'm not going to see these people ever again so it doesn't matter,.. So that's 
good: you don't have to worry too much about what you say in a way. 
This attitude challenges one feminist practice view that women's groups should form 
enduring connections between their members. For Dianne, the safety to share her own 
experiences was created by the choices given to her over what she shared, and when. 
The absence of a disability discourse was especially liberating, because she did not wish 
to be defined by the problems her child experienced. She valued her identity as a fun-
loving, creative, interesting person as she reveals in Session 1: 
In my past I've had an appreciation of the finer things like art and history... 
and I just thought 
I wish I could be young and single and have no responsibility. 
That crops up in my mind at least once a day: 
I just wish I could be free and single and go back to sleep for a week! 
Being a 'mother of a child with a disability' was a pafriful and relatively recent loss that 
Dianne was relieved to find did not have to be rephcated in the group, as she recounted 
later: 
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As soon as you get there and you realise the group's not about going round the 
room and saying 'well my son's got this and this is his problem, blah, blah' you 
know, then you sort of realise 'oh well, its more about me and its about the 
issues that we're dealing with and the exercises that were doing', then you sort 
of feel like 'Oh well, that's OK', Because I know that when things come up, we 
can sort of talk about them, but its like when we're ready for it, and we don't 
actually- we're not FORCED to sort of go round and say "Well this is it', kind of 
thing, because that's really confronting,,. People could bring up a point that led 
to something and other people would go 'Oh yes I had that same situation', and 
that was really good, that things were led into without being 'Now everybody, 
we have to talk about your disabled child', you know. It was like 'Ooh! That 
would kill the conversation straight away!' I thought it was good because it 
made people feel comfortable and then they could feel comfortable about 
talking about things without getting overly upset, although we did have a bit of a 
cry sometimes, but that's OK. 
However, not everyone responded to the lack of a dominant disabihty discourse in this 
way. Where Dianne felt liberated by the absence of a given discourse of 'mothering and 
disability'. Eve reflects that she felt hmited by it: 
I would have liked to have sat down one group and had everyone's stories or I 
suppose another way could have been each week could have been devoted to 
one story you know?... I feel I know very little about those women in that 
group... and I think there's stuff about just naming your stuff... to say how you 
did feel when you found out about it (the disability) and how you dealt with it. I 
would have preferred that to be more emphasised. I mean we didn't talk about 
those feelings. 
When I gave an opinion that these are risky things to talk about. Eve was not so sure 
that was a consideration: 
Maybe it is risky but I think that groups need to be risky, I think they need to be 
challenging. 
She had a clear expectation that was not met, a pictiue of the group process cenfred on 
stories of the 'frauma of dashed expectations', and of gettfrig to know each other 
through those accounts, Dianne might have been content to share the parts of her story 
as it felt safe, but for Eve this was not enough, she desired a more 'therapeutic' type of 
group: 
I sort of acknowledge that you were doing it through activities rather than 
directly 'OK lets share our stories'.,, but I think what I needed and I think this 
was my expectation of the group was that I could just go 'dadadadada'. I got to 
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share bits of my story but It was bitty: I think that people didn't even know what 
Bridget had... Certain bits of peoples' stories have impacted on me but I don't 
actually know much about any of them.... 
Here the link between identity and narrative becomes clear: Eve does not feel she knows 
who the other members are because she has not heard the fully-rounded, stmctured 
'stories' of thefr disability experiences. What she has heard are bits and pieces: this is 
because the activities invited members to identify different parts of themselves, and did 
not assume one face, one story. My assumptions were of multiple and confradictory 
parts of self The activities were intended to open up different ways of talking rather 
than invite rehearsed stories. The facilitation style of this group was to avoid as far as 
possible assuming a preferred disability discourse and a singular identity as 'mother of a 
child with a disabihty', but that did not suit all members equally. Even though Dianne 
and Eve were both ffrst-time mothers with children of about the same age, they had 
quite different needs. However, there were also other impediments to deeper 
disclosures, originating in the members rather than the facilitator. 
Trauma and ambivalence 
The group context for doing the work of expanding altemative discourses can be 
challenging. There are fraumatic and disfressing experiences to be voiced about living 
with disability, but our culture all too readily uses such outpourings to confirm its 
prejudices. The mothers are also caught between confradictory dominant discourses of 
motherhood and disability provided by our culture, discourses that either denote a 
'special' status or an 'outcast' status. Mothers have to create any altemative discourses 
themselves out of the dilemma of being a pubhc advocate for the positives of living 
with disability, yet needing privately to voice its pains, fri the semi-public, semi-private 
space of the community group they are sometimes unsure which discourse to use. In the 
interview members spoke more freely about 'the frauma of dashed expectations', but 
still did not find that words came easily: 
You're brought up with all these hopes and expectations for motherhood, you 
just are. Everybody thinks they're going to have a child-1 suppose it's a bit like 
being set up with a child who turns gay or whatever, its not what you- its not 
right (Laurel). 
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Perhaps naming feelings this openly is what would have been requfred for the group to 
be experienced as at that 'deeper level' some members referred to. Yet there are 
multiple impedfrnents to safely sharing the pam: the danger of feedfrig pubhc prejudices 
is only one. Members may also feel the pressure to speak of only the positive aspects of 
livfrig with disability because they fear mothers at an earlier stage will not yet have a 
discourse that mcludes both the positives and tiie negatives within which to mterpret it. 
In the first group session members were asked to state (anonymously) thefr fears about 
the group, and tiiere was remarkable accord. They feared hearing others' negative 
experiences because they did not want to take on the accompanying negative feehngs. 
In the ffrst session they expressed those fears (respectively) as: 
(realising) it 'II be harder or more challenging to raise my child than I thought it 
would be, through hearing other peoples' horror stories; 
confounding my own problems with other peoples 'problems; 
my fears will be reinforced by the experience of others; and 
I'll be discouraged by the negative experience of others. 
In the interview Yasmin recalls this episode as significant: 
I think most of us expressed eariy on in the first session a concem that we 
could come away feeling really, I guess, washed out or disheartened by the 
negative experiences of other people. 
Throughout the group some of the negative experiences were skirted around, as several 
members commented in their interviews. The avoidance of some disclosures in the 
group may have been out of regard for the sensitivities of others and to maintain the 
group's cohesion. Alice intimates this in the interview, commenting on the less intense 
nature of some of the discussion relative to the disability issues that might have been 
engaged: 
I was aware too that people in the first session, a lot of people had said they 
didn't want to cry or they didn't want to be sad... so I guess I think that what you 
were doing was appropriate to what people were saying they wanted, so I don't 
know when it would have been more possible to push people. And that's 
perhaps where a longer group would have given that chance... Really people 
were saying 'be gentle with us, don't-', you know. And there was a bit of a 
sense that the group norm was not to be unduly negative.... 
Yet finding new vocabularies and discourses for their marginalised experiences is one 
of the ways this group might change members' lives, and as Alice added 
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There's an ambivalence there about what they really want the group to be 
about. 
As the analysis in the data chapters makes clear, without froubles-telling the group 
would stmggle to have any meaning. Balancing these two needs, to afr froubles yet not 
be brought down by the talk about them, is an interactional challenge for the members 
as well as the facilitator. The resolution did not satisfy everyone: most mothers 
recognised that talk could have gone deeper, and Eve was quite disappointed that it did 
not, yet for one or two newer mothers there was evidence that it was quite challenging 
enough. 
Managing contradiction 
How members resolved this tension between negative and positive outcomes is a 
question of vital importance for the survival of the group, but juggling frauma and hope 
is a familiar task for a mother of a child with a disability. Although the task is identified 
in the literature, there is httle detailed research into how mothers do the daily work of 
managing this contradiction. However, some solutions are evident in this group's 
interactions. Members redress negativity with reassurance, with humour, and with hope. 
More embryonic in the group data, but highly significant, is also their enduring and 
enriching solution of'fransformation'. I will expand on each of these below. 
Reassurance 
Probably the simplest way that negative experiences are redressed is through 
reassurance. Reassurance provides a positive statement to balance the negative one, 
such as in this instance (also mentioned in the section above on leaming about 
mothering through advice-giving), when Susan balances her previous negativity with: 
I've really focused on the negative aspects (but) I've had a blessed life.... 
Tmdy reassures Susan that she has not been adversely affected by her harrowing 
accounts of pre-school: 
no I-1 feel I need to do more about what other people think as well, 
which I know I'll have to change eventually, probably sooner rather than later. 
In another pamful discussion Eve talks about her fears for her child's future, 
what she might miss out on, 
but reassures herself immediately with: 
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at the same time I think we 'II overcome all that sort of stuff anyway, 
and Laurel quickly comes fri with her own reassurance that 
because its in the future and you don't know how you're going to handle it 
without having to worry about how they're gong to handle it too... 
you 'vejust got to provide. 
Reassurance is perhaps supportive, but it often closes down that topic of conversation, 
because it signals that 'everything is really OK' and therefore that the warrant for 
froubles talk has passed. Havmg balanced the negatives, reassurance goes on to deny 
them to some extent. 
Hope 
A more subtle balance between positives and negatives is sometimes found in the 
expression of hope about the future, although this is difficult to establish from 
interactional data. Reference to hope is present in the literature and members reinforced 
its importance in the interviews: 
You need to have some hope that everything's going to be OK, because 
everyone knows that bad things can happen (Dianne). 
Your beliefs are so powerful and what you believe makes all the difference in 
the worid. You have to believe in something, even if its that the sun will shine 
next day (Yasmin). 
Tmdy reflects on how she reconciled the positives and negatives, deriving hope from 
the simple presence of other mothers in the group who had encountered daunting 
difficulties and yet not been silenced or immobilised by them: 
There were some bad (stories) but there were some good... It was more 
positive than negative because the negative things, usually people had the 
other side of them that, 'well it all ended up good anyway' you know; 'it was bad 
at the time but looking back on it...', or 'I fixed that problem by this...', or 'how I 
got past that problem'. And they're here today, they did leave the house again! 
Yasmin also explains how she is affected by the pamful stories of others, but is able to 
find hope within the experience of hearing them. She gains a sense of belongmg to a 
'community of the changed' (Hillyer, 1993) who are able to experience tiiefr sorrow 
sufficiently to connect with others who also moum a loss, and who go on to change a 
prejudiced world: 
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The Impact of others' stories on myself? Reinforcing some of the problems that 
still exist and prejudices that still exist out there,,. You feel a bit despairing or 
perhaps angry or frusfrated, (about) always having to battle even just getting 
your child into your local school and things like that. And even Dianne's 
comment about being estranged from her family. And you just think 'there's a lot 
of pain and a lot of struggle for some people'... Initially I felt like it was my sole 
responsibility to get out there and change the future for my son, and so knowing 
that even the other members of the group in their own community, in the lives 
that THEY'RE touching, they're doing the same kinds of things, was a positive 
kind of thing for me. 
She may well be referring to Susan's story of negotiating her son's entry into regular 
school discussed in Chapter 7, Yasmin experiences it as positive that Susan is here to 
tell that story, and that she tells it in a 'rights' discourse, that is, with anger at the 
injustice and determination to advocate for her child, fri the data chapters the analytic 
tool that came closest to the concept of hope was 'ironic humour'. 
Humour 
Like hope, irony incorporates the negative rather than avoiding it. It goes further and 
achieves a shift in position in relation to the negative experience by finding fault with 
the world that produced it. This is best seen in members' stories of encounters with 
service-providers explored in Chapter 7, when ironic humour is used to position oneself 
with greater agency. The passive service-recipient becomes a critical service-user, and 
potentially an advocate for her child. Negative stories are fransformed by discursive and 
interactive work to give a more positive outcome: the mothers cannot change what has 
happened except in the telling of it, and that therefore becomes very significant. The 
personal agency that eluded the mothers in their exchanges with service-providers is 
found later in taking an ironic and mocking stance towards those exchanges, fri telling 
the stories of these encounters they hold the confradiction that they are both ascribed a 
devalued identity and resist it. 
Transformation 
Research into reported experiences of such mothers as these, who persevered with 
holding this confradiction between frauma and hope, identifies an emergent discourse of 
fransformation that bridges the negatives and positives. This discourse is constmcted in 
stories of personal fransformation and social commitment, stories that correspond to the 
'quest' narrative characterising people who eventually survive the 'chaos' of hfe-
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threatenfrig ilhiess to find new meaning in those experiences (Frank, 1995), fri this 
discourse the 'frauma of dashed expectations' is not minimised, but is carried forward 
and fransmuted into new insight and understanding, such as a commitment to 
uncompromising love and inclusive personhood. The mothers in this group do not often 
give full expression to this discourse within the group, but in grappling with the 
confradictions of thefr position they begm to feel thefr way towards it. By naming and 
holding confradictions, the possibility and urgency of finding a new language becomes 
clearer. 
When mothers express both the marginalisation of thefr position and personal agency, 
they are refusing to be bound by others' discourses of mothering and disabihty, and yet 
are accepting the reality of society's oppressive practices. They are acknowledging that 
they are both constmcted by society's dominant discourses of disabihty and also 
resisting them. This becomes a growing ground for new discourses to be nurtured. 
Susan put this task into context for herself by placing it on the broader stage of her life's 
joumey in a fransformative discourse that resonates with what has been identified in the 
literature. She hints at the profound knowledge of humanity that mothers of children 
with a disability often come to: 
I really am not sorry for all the yukky stuff. Its like, "Wow! What a thing to do, 
what a thing to try and come to terms with!' It's big. I really feel like if I can, by 
the time I die, have made some tiny little bit (of progress) towards feeling OK 
that there are kids that this happens to, I think that's sort of a really big thing. I 
really want to have an understanding of it being OK and not just saying its OK. I 
want to really believe that 'yes, this is Josh, this is the way he Is, he has a 
place, he has the same value as me', without sort of thinking 'I wish he'd been-'. 
Despite members' hesitations to express the depth of frauma that they might have 
experienced, the data analysis shows that words are found to convey feelings of loss, 
sadness and anger, and ways are found to fransform dark and heavy moments into 
something bearable and at times even energising. This positivity in the face of negative 
experience may be in part an expression of caring and in part a means of educatfrig, but 
it is also discursive work that constiiicts new discourses from a marginalised position. 
Even though froubles have had to be talked about to leam from and educate each other, 
discourses have also been infroduced that expand members' options when they leave the 
group. Group interactions form a repertoire of responses to negativity. The simple 
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expression of sympathy through reassurance itself embodies hope, and hope is also 
present in each others' presence in the group as mothers managing the confradictions in 
whatever way they are able, but the use of fronic humour is more complex and risky. In 
pursuing greater personal agency it asks that froubles be scmtinised m a new way, that 
the froubles teller position herself as critiquing experience not subject to it. Expressing 
hope and using humour are ways of distancfrig oneself from the dominant problem-
focused or fragic discourses, and of holding confradictory reahties. They point the way 
to claiming a more positive and fransforming identity. I am naming such fransformative 
talk in this group context 'reconstitutive conversation', because self-reconstitution can 
occur when one can position oneself differently in relation to one's experience. The 
group's activities are feminist, specifically poststmctural feminist, when they allow 
multiple identities and discourses. The cmcial and elusive processes of fransformation 
need further articulation but these tentative proposals point to the possibility of using 
talk-based research in these efforts. 
To summarise these proposals about the group's work to expand available discourses, 
the mothers manage multiple discourses. They steer a delicate path through their own 
and each others' pain, carefully restoring positivity while trying not to deny negative 
experiences. They constmct themselves and their children as consfrained by society's 
views about disability, but also as suffering very real, individual loss and frauma as a 
result of the disability. They know that social stmctures are responsible for many of 
their difficulties but they also assume responsibility themselves for making their child's 
life better. This results in an emerging discourse of 'frauma and hope', also identified in 
the hterature, in which mothers do not deny their personal 'frauma of dashed 
expectations' but simultaneously affirm thefr hope in society coming to value thefr 
child, fri holding this confradiction, the mothers also connect the personal and the 
political worlds in the way feminist theorists observe. In the forum of the community-
based group that is available to them, they are testing and expanding the discursive web 
that binds us all. 
By avoiding speaking solely within a dominant discourse the members are following the 
lead of the facilitator but also showing thefr concem for each other. Because they are 
leaming from each other, and aware that they are doing so, thefr actions in expressing 
experiences or in avoiding them, are taken for each other as well as for themselves. 
Such care is another form of civic participation and will be discussed later this chapter. 
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The relative openness of discourse in this group allows the members to choose the best 
level of exploration for thefr diverse needs. However, members are tentative about 
discussfrig deeper feelings and fraumas because they have not been given a group 
discourse for this: perhaps deeper explorations would requfre a more definite 
engagement with a discourse such as 'loss and grief, or 'adjustment' from a 
psychological paradigm. Nonetheless the multiple discourses make 'self-development' 
possible, if this is understood as a process of social identity revision and reconstmction. 
Although it could be said that this is clafrnfrig too much for the 'ordfriary' words and 
interactions of group members, it is this everyday realm that needs to be held up to the 
light, valued, and examfried. CA starts from a position of taking seriously these micro 
interactions, so will always find worthy material in them. However, others more 
concemed with emancipation may not agree with these assessments. 
SELF-DEVELOPMENT 
'Self-development' is elusive in conversational terms. Like the leaming that comes 
through reflecting on one's own experiences, or the caring experienced through other's 
attentive conversation, it is not easily identified in 'talk-in-interaction', at least where 
that self-development is subtle and incremental and interwoven with that of others. 
What is more possible to identify is the occurrence of self-reconstituting talk, that is, 
changes in position in relation to experience, evidenced in the ways that experience is 
recounted. In the context of feminist groupwork practice this could be regarded as 'self-
development'. Instances of re-positioning in relation to experience appear throughout 
the data analysis chapters, especially in Chapters 6 and 7, 
If self-development is contentious in conversation analysis, it is equally so hi social 
citizenship. Yet making sense of one's own experience goes hand-in-hand with 
providing others with similar communicative opportunities: each site of personal 
meaning-making is also a site of contested and potentially liberatory discourse. For 
mothers of children with a disability, as for others positioned as marginal, these hard-
won opportunities cannot be taken for granted. Additionally, mothering brings particular 
challenges to the 'self that demand ontological repair work; we might expect tiiis is 
also the case for others with silenced experiences and insufficient agency to create their 
own discourses. 
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Expanding identities 
The position taken in relation to one's experience also constmcts an identity, if as I have 
argued in Chapter 5, a social identity is created in talk through choice of topic, 
discourse, and discourse identity. Choosing and changing identities requfres agency, and 
conversely, being ascribed unwelcome identities is a form of oppression. Discourses can 
make available or d»iy certain identities, and so processes for expanding discourses 
also become processes for expanding identities. The group's approach to expanding 
discourses is discussed in the preceding section. Dominant or ascribed identities can be 
resisted discursively and interactionally in this group and multiple, fluid identities are 
made possible because multiple open-ended discourses exist. Members can be a mother, 
a mother of a child with a disability, or a new or experienced mother, but they can also 
be a spiritual person, a creative person, an intellectual person, or a fiiend, daughter or 
employee. Importantly, the group members are not usually 'clients' in this community 
education setting, in comparison to disability or other social work services that 
unavoidably initially define the person in terms of a named 'problem'. 
For Dianne, the opportunity to use reflection to piece together a more coherent story of 
recent and current fraumatic experiences, enabled her to reclaim a surer identity, 
Dianne's positive evaluation of her group participation is given in the interview: 
That's what seemed to me to be the most important part of the group, that you 
could actually focus on yourself for a change, which you don't get to do very 
often because of kids and various things,.. The goal-setting was very important 
because I've always been someone who looked at goal-setting just for my own 
personal life... and it's something I haven't done for so long, since I was 
pregnant because I was just so sick. I just haven't been able to do any of that 
and that was really important to get back to thinking about yourself... It made 
me be able to initiate things to happen for myself again, and out of that, my 
husband and I went out without the children in the evenings, and we went away 
up the coast. I also did some volunteer wori< at the baby show the other week 
and my husband looked after the kids and that was actually really really good: I 
really found that I felt useful. 
The disabihty status of their children is important in unavoidable ways, fricludfrig 
constmcting the mothers' identities as service users. However, in the group interaction 
the mothers can choose how they constitute themselves as service-users. For example, 
in telling of their encounters with service-providers they re-position themselves, and so 
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reconstittite themselves as 'critical service-users' rather than the merely 'passive 
service-recipients' (see Chapter 7), These mothers show that talkfrig about experiences 
differentiy, with greater agency, can re-constitute selves in liberatfrig ways. 
The self-development discourse 
In the context of bemg a mother, 'self-development' can be complex, especially when 
the social constmction of motherhood frequently equates motherhood with self-denymg 
service. This is exaggerated when the child has a disability, and pubhc comments 
quoted ironically by both the group members ("you 're an angel from heaven ", Dianne), 
and in the literature {"God gives special children only to special parents". (Landsman, 
1999)), show how readily this identity becomes a mark of selflessness. The self-
development focus of the group's facilitation was designed as an enticement to come to 
the group for this reason: I purposely made the activities ones that would apply to any 
group of mothers, in order to keep the discourses and hence choice of identities as open 
as possible. Some mothers later reported being surprised and disappointed to find the 
focus so much on other aspects of them rather than on their relationship with thefr child: 
I thought about me a lot more than I had expected. I was thinking I would be 
thinking about Josh and I, and it tumed out that I focused a lot more just on me. 
So part of that was good and part of that was bad... I still want to think a lot 
more about Josh and me, but it wasn't a bad thing about me (Susan); 
I don't know that I actually feel as though I shared my story (about my child's 
disability and how I felt about it, how I coped with finding out) (Eve). 
Other group members commented in their interviews on the need for a focus on 'self. 
In the context of the radical challenge to one's sense of self that having a child with a 
disability produces (see Chapter 2), one might expect these motiiers' sense of 'self to 
be both vulnerable and important: 
Actually the title of it 'Looking After Ourselves, Looking After Others' sort of 
grabbed me in that I thought 'oh we're not going to just sit discussing children 
and their disabilities and eariy intervention and all that kind of stuff (Yasmin); 
I really see so much the need to find spaces where you actually do think about 
you and even though you're a mother and a this and a that and everything else, 
you are, before anything, you're a person that is going on a journey. And I think 
women particulariy, although not women particularly, its everybody, we fill up 
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our lives with things and we don't just stop and think about what we're doing... 
so I think any opportunity where I brush aside the clutter and say 'no, there's 
two hours and I'm going to think about me' (Susan). 
The evidence of the previous data chapters is that the members did 'think about 
themselves' fri the group: even when they told stories of thefr children's disabihty it was 
the mothers who occupied the cenfre of the story, who felt the pain or triumph. They 
knew that they were the subject of the group's talk not thefr children. 
If discourses of disability were specifically not built into the group's activities, the 
discourse of self-development was. It was clearly present in the group's title, advertising 
and in its facilitation (such as in the choice of activities). The group members responded 
to this invitation, but entering a discourse of self-development is an uncertain business 
with complex and contradictory results. Members also brought with them other 
discourses, including disability discourses, that competed with or complemented ideas 
of self-development. 
Limits to self-development 
A tension that emerged in the achievement of 'self-development' in the group was that 
an enhanced sense of self was not the automatic outcome of group talk. At certain points 
in the interaction a member's talk is misread or not able to be resolved. Susan recounts 
her experience of the second session, when she has talked about the low point of dealing 
with her son's disability: 
I suppose the hardest thing in adjusting to it all, I suppose these are the things 
we've been talking about-1 felt really ashamed of myself. Like I felt really like, 
y'know, here you are, you think you've got y'know-1 suppose I always had this 
vision of myself- and the same with motherhood: I had this vision of myself as 
being this sort of person, and then having all these horn- y'know, and then 
thinking Tm not like that at all'. Yeah feeling really ashamed because I wasn't 
the person I thought I was. 
Later she is ambivalent about the benefits of verbally exploring this issue in the group: 
I can remember, I cried actually all the way home (after this session) and I think 
it was because I felt like somehow I didn't need to go through- It made me think 
about going on and on and over- I felt like I was wallowing in things. Actually 
maybe it was a catalyst to me thinking later on... how I really need to- Like I felt 
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like there was a part of me that came out after it maybe, so maybe that was a 
catalyst that's saying 'well come on, just get over this'. 
As Susan goes on to say, talking can undermine the teller rather than heal her, through 
no fauh of the other participants but because talkfrig has frs own lunitations: 
There comes a point where (talking it out) you have to actually analyse why you 
feel you need to keep talking about it, and if it isn't making you feel any better, 
what is it? And I suppose with a kid with a disability, there are certain aspects... 
where you can never rationalise it, just that's the way it is. 
In a conversational analysis it is sahent to be reminded that talking is only one part of 
the reality-constmcting process, and not always a preferred one. 
Another factor that limited the self-development was the timing, both the length of the 
sessions and of the course as a whole. Again this is difficult to demonsfrate using 
conversation analysis without presenting an unwieldy amount of material, but there 
were many occasions when time limited the abihty to explore members' responses in 
depth, and their comments in the interviews recollect this as significant: 
You just sort of were starting to feel comfortable and the two hours was up 
(Trudy); 
I don't feel we really tackled many of the issues we do have as parents and I 
think that's a time thing... I thought that we'd be looking at those issues in more 
depth,,, like the way we all coped with finding out (the diagnosis)... and really 
up-front stuff... generally what it means to have a child with a disability... I mean 
that whole dependence for the rest of your life for a start... I would have 
preferred that to be more emphasised (Eve); 
I think things only got to a certain level if you know what I mean?... Like I don't 
think anybody felt uncomfortable but I think that there was... a certain element 
of a group of people face to face with each other that just doesn't allow 
necessarily that confiding... (Susan). 
Finally, the depth of self-disclosure and therefore self-development was hmited by the 
open membership of the group, which allowed diversity but precluded the facilitator 
from selecting members for their 'suitability'. Earlier m this thesis I have shown how 
the management of differences proved a demanding group task that requfred continually 
establishing commonalities. Attention to other members' reception of 'bad news' about 
possible future disability-related experiences also required delicate interactions. These 
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conversational boundaries made blunt and probing talk dispreferred in this group, A 
more homogenous group with a clearer mandate to tackle the dark side of thefr 
experiences would have allowed some ordinary conversational conventions to be 
dispensed with, but that would also have made the group a 'therapy' group and not a 
'learning and support' group. For this reason community-based women's group might 
only rarely inspfre significant 'turning points' in a hfe story. Yet it is also conceivable 
that as one novelist puts it "turning points are the inventions of story-tellers and 
dramatists,,. when a morality must be distilled from a sequence of actions (so that) an 
audience is sent home with something unforgettable to mark a character's 
growth"(McEwan, 1992). If we accept this possibility, the analysis of this group's 
activities shows incremental ways in which it may indeed be life-changing. 
Despite the above evidence of self-development and its relevance to social citizenship it 
remains a problematic concept. Resting comfortably in a psychological framework, it is 
ill-matched with both the social constmction assumptions of language-based analyses, 
and the political assumptions of social citizenship. This was a tension inherent m the 
way this group was facilitated that I was unaware of until this analysis. Yet these 
disparate fraditions can meet if the 'self in question is a social self, evidenced and 
altered in interaction. That 'self can be reconstituted in the discourses, topics and 
identities of talk, and is observable in conversation analysis. Furthermore, its 
reconstitution can be an act of social citizenship if it gives greater agency to self or 
others. 
CARING FOR EACH OTHER 
fri this group we can glimpse the caring that feminist social theorists argue has been 
overlooked in patriarchal views of citizenship. The social contribution of caring 
originating in the private sphere, that underpins and balances public efforts, has been 
left out of fraditional concepts of the 'good citizen'. Because of its diffuse nature 
'caring' is also difficult to demonsfrate succinctly usmg conversational segments, but it 
is evident in the affiliative nature of the group, and remforced by the overarching thesis 
that this group is a complex collaborative achievement of broadly mutual benefit. Risky 
talk, new discourses and delicate conversations requfre a degree of interactional security 
that might be characterised as 'caring'. 
263 
The ways of caring are myriad and include listenfrig to each other deeply and showmg 
understandmg of each other. The precedmg data analyses show caring expressed 
through the members allowmg others sufficient space m tiie group, actively hstenfrig 
and understanduig, telling second stories that comfort and reassure, and building a sense 
of group commonality that mcludes everyone. Exfracts from the post-group interviews 
will also show the importance of these expressions of caring. 
Sharing turns 
Including other members in the group's talk was one way of showing care for them. In 
mterviews some members hfrited that the level of members' participation was evidence 
ofconcem for each other: 
A lot of people were talking all the time, but you'd get other people to talk as 
well. When we went round the circle we each did our little bit... There was time 
for everyone to say what they wanted to say (Trudy); 
I didn't feel that anyone was constrained in what they said or that they should 
just be quiet and listen to everybody else. If anything, people were wanting to 
participate and everybody was spouting off ideas! (Yasmin). 
However, although everyone was contributing, the members' subjective experiences of 
participating were not always unfroubled: 
I think we all participated equally... Its just that I know that when you asked a 
few questions, their answer to it was totally different to mine, but that didn't 
detract from it at all (Laurel); 
I just felt like a lot of the time I didn't really have anything to contribute because 
I'm not doing anything except looking after the kids... I felt a little bit better at 
the end but i still feel like that and I picked up some brochures on postnatal 
depression the other week and I thought 'yes I think there's still some of that 
going on' (Dianne). 
Listening 
Being listened to without judgment, and with interested concem, was an important 
experience mentioned spontaneously in the interviews by some members, and a 
demonstration of caring for each other: 
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For me to be actually able to share something... that was because there was an 
encouragement there and a consistent encouragement,,, like, 'oh they do 
actually want to hear this!' It was sort of like testing the waters and then you get 
feedback and if everybody sort of you know 'please don't', then you sort of take 
your cue from that, and nobody was changing the subject or stonewalling about 
it or anything, and everybody sat and listened. Everybody was very accepting, 
in that kind of supportive environment (Yasmin); 
No-one stood up and said 'you're wrong, you're bad, you're making it up', it was 
all very accepting of your stories and the same if other people told stories, even 
if you thought that will never happen to me you could relate to them because it 
was such a personal topic that we were all there for. And I enjoy hearing other 
peoples' stories! (Trudy). 
Story-telling 
As Tmdy indicates, the respect given to one's own stories and that which one gave to 
others' stories were two sides of the same coin. Caring was expressed not just in 
listening but also in displaying comforting and reassuring aspects of one's own 
experience: 
It was a good mix (of people) for me to sort of feel comfort in the fact that I'm 
not alone, because there's other situations that are different from mine but still 
similar. So it's not as bad as you think it is... It does help to just reassure you in 
a way, that you're not the only one: other people are surviving. 
Although the dfrection of leaming and support might appear to be one-way, from the 
more experienced mothers to the newer mothers, that was not necessarily the case. Less 
experienced members did also offer second stories and information to support others. 
This is illusfrated in Chapter 6, Segment 3, when Tmdy then offers a story to comfort 
Susan, "See you 've got experience so you can probably do things quicker... than I". 
Building commonality 
The result of these expressions of caring was to build a sense of commonahty and this 
gave the group resilience and resources to deal with its differences. A common bond 
could be built regardless of whether the members knew each other well or not: 
I liked being with the women that were there, i think I liked having the 
space to listen to them too. Like it was giving them a chance to be a 
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whole person rather than just as I saw them (previously, in roles extemal 
to the group) (Susan); 
I felt that people were very accepting of one another. I mean they could have 
been thinking the total opposite to what they said but the effort to maintain that 
sort of group identity was very strong (Yasmin); 
And because we had dealt with really emotional things together, that is a 
bit of a bond- not nice, but big. You may know nothing else about them 
but you really feel like you've done stuff together (Susan). 
There were, however, limits to the depth of sharing, and hence to the level of support 
and bonding that were experienced. One of the reasons identified was the different 
disability experiences of the mothers: 
The only thing that I thought was that a lot of people there had already met 
through the Down's Syndrome Association, so that I sort of felt in a way it was, 
not cliquey, but they had that bond thing already, so you felt like you were a bit 
on the outside of that (Dianne); 
I sometimes felt the odd one out because I felt so old, not old, but older kids, 
and if only I knew then what I know now... (Laurel); 
There's a huge gap there: a physical disability I think a lot of people will cope 
with better, but the mental disability is something that's going to be there 
forever: they know that they will be relied upon forever. With Kim (who has a 
physical disability), we hope that she may be able to do something for herself 
down along the line (Laurel). 
However, even if these caring relations do not extend beyond the group into longer-term 
fiiendships between the women, they are nonetheless important because they provide a 
safe enough climate for the other forms of civic participation discussed in this ch^ter to 
occur. 
In this section I have used the words of members reflecting afterwards on the group, 
albeit in a conversational event co-constincted with myself as researcher-practitioner, to 
place the conversational evidence of 'caring' in the group in the context of tiie 
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members' lives. However, 'caring' is a practical and ethical activity that deserves far 
greater attention. The component parts of 'caring' may reward closer conversational 
analysis, for example through the use of concepts such as 'affihation', but it might 
ultimately be better understood conversationally by looking at more identifiable 
activities such as 'responding' and 'telling'. Such an analysis, to contribute to feminist 
politics, needs not only to offer more precise ways to define caring interactionally, but 
also to find analytic tools with relevance to broader social relations. Social citizenship 
can clearly encompass 'caring', but it is still unclear what types of talk-in-interaction 
might best represent it. 
CONCLUSION 
The members' own words are used in this chapter to convey their meanings more 
powerfully but also, importantly, to temper any claims to a universal group experience 
or a necessarily dramatically hfe-changing one. They show that there are different 
reactions to the group amongst the members and sometimes opposite outcomes of the 
same aspect. Notwithstanding this, the members' reported experiences of the group 
support the relevance of leaming from each other, expanding altemative discourses, 
self-reconstitution, and caring for each other. 
I have argued that these social actions are an expression of social citizenship and 
therefore a way of maintaining and changing social relations. The group members 
express their participation in social citizenship in the ways that are open and pressing to 
them as mothers with very demanding lives hving in a patriarchal society. The 
reciprocal, caring relationships in this semi-private space make it possible for members 
not only to leam and receive support about their mothering, but also to alter some 
limiting social expectations about that mothering. Expanding discourses in the safety of 
this semi-private space, the mothers forge new language resources that can then be 
taken beyond that forum and used to franslate private need mto public concem. Yet they 
also hold onto famihar discourses of care and maternity, as a guide on thefr difficult 
joumey. In the process they constmct identities for themselves and thefr children, some 
secure in thefr fradition, and some that go beyond the dominant, devalued 
representations of disabihty and mothering. They overwhelmingly conform to the 
facilitator's 'self-development' discourse, yet they also go beyond the concept of 'self-
development' frito the social dimension when they create critical, agential identities for 
themselves. These collaborative achievements require members to dialogue across 
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difference, and m this they may provide a model for dialogue in more pubhc spaces. 
Together these activities constitute a poststiiictural version of consciousness-raismg, 
Postshiicturahsm's contribution is m the understandmg of discourse and embrace of 
diversity, but feminist analysis continues to link the personal and the political. Personal 
experiences are readily apparent in the group's interactions, but the framework of social 
citizenship has helped to see these activities as also political. 
In documenting women's group activities as expressions of social citizenship, I aim to 
contribute to feminist research by illuminating these undervalued women's activities 
and the ways in which they act on the world despite being consfrained by it (Flax, 
1990), Some of these activities are fraditional for women (supportfrig and caring for 
each other) and some are subversive (such as hoping and advocating for better lives for 
their children and themselves) (Fine, 1992), Both the fradfrional and the subversive are 
valued in this analysis, reflecting a postmodem commitment to diversity alongside an 
appreciative social constmctionist perspective on the accomplishments of participants. 
This chapter focused on the participant as the actor/subject, rather than the facilitator, 
balancing an apparent bias in the existing literature towards what the facilitator is 
achieving rather than the participants. It attempts to redress any such imbalance within 
this study, because in the next chapter it is the facilitator taking cenfre-stage as the 
actor/subject who determines the direction of the group. 
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CHAPTER 9 
A CONVERSATIONAL MODEL OF GROUP PROCESS 
INTRODUCTION 
"People live in and through the ever-changing narrative identities that they 
develop in conversation with one another. Individuals derive their sense of 
social agency for action from these dialogically derived narratives." (Anderson 
& Goolishian, 1992) 
These are the words of liberatory practitioners who have grappled with the 
poststmctural implications of empowerment work, and have eventually discarded the 
language of therapy for the language of conversation. Community-based feminist 
groupwork can also build on 'consciousness-raising' to embrace conversation as a 
metaphor for its work. Conversation analysis has provided a method that not only 
attends simultaneously to the content and the process of this group's talk, but shows this 
very relationship between content and process to be vital to understanding groups. 
The review of the theory and practice of community-based feminist groupwork outhned 
in Chapter 2 concluded that further research is needed into how this groupwork 
empowers, consfrains, and reconstitutes its members. Such research is important to both 
social theories about the non-public sphere, and group facilitators' practice, fri this 
study, approaching the data without an a priori model and using a conversation analysis 
method has produced fresh answers to these questions. Chapter 4 defined the 
facilitator's role in evoking and exploring froubles while minimising the froubles-
teller's loss of interactive agency (i.e. avoiding rather than being disempowered in the 
telling), so that those froubles can be available for later talk between members. This 
involved setting up a safe stmcture of topic-based talk that could also be interpreted by 
participants as an invitation to froubles talk. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 explored the ways m 
which the participants exercised thefr agency to manage differences and estabhsh 
commonalities, to help each other leam while showmg support, and to assert more 
empowering altemative identities and discourses. In Chapter 8, these participants' 
activities were fransposed onto the larger stage of feminist social citizenship, in order to 
argue afresh that 'the personal is political'. To be more useful to practitioners, this 
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knowledge will now be developed into a practice framework, bearing fri mind that the 
fritent of this framework is not to be universalising but to provide a metaphor with some 
leverage for emancipatory practice. 
fri this chapter I propose a model for conceptuahsmg groupwork as a series of different 
types of talk arising from the unique features of the settfrig, context and purpose of the 
group. This settfrig's significant features are its sole facihtator, limited time-span, self-
selected membership and activity-based programme. Its context is one of community 
education within a local community cenfre, that is, broadly community development. Its 
purpose is to combine leaming and support in a developmental, non problem-focused 
manner. These features create a group in which the initiative moves between the 
facilitator and the members, and the topics and discourses move between safe and risky 
areas. In this model these two dimensions combine to produce four types of talk: 
'reporting', 'counselling', 'reconstitutive conversation' and 'ordinary conversation' 
(using these terms in ways that differ slightly from thefr usual meaning but describe the 
interaction). Each type of talk offers distinct opportunities to group members, 
combining to invite them to take increasing risks in exploring thefr froubles, and yet 
allowing the freedom to retum to safer interaction. The facilitator supports this dynamic 
group process by infroducing diverse language resources, keeping identities and 
discourses open, and valuing the participants' agency alongside her own. On the other 
hand when she fails to sufficiently encourage risk-taking, or infroduces a limiting 
identity or discourse, she works against these goals. 
Groupwork theory can support practice by encouraging us to see the taken-for-granted, 
to generalise from multiple local experiences, to dfrect our reflections, to find greater 
meaning in our actions, and to develop our facihtation skills in many other ways 
(McDermott, 2002). If theory is to be readily used 'on our feet', it needs to be organised 
into an accessible cognitive schema, a model, but to still remafri a metaphor rather than 
a recipe for action (McDermott, 2002; Schon, 1983). It is fri this spirit that the 
conversational model of this thesis is offered. Any 'model' arising fix)m this local and 
limited analysis, however, can only offer a set of ideas that is exploratory. Unless it is 
joined by many other such studies to become part of a comprehensive picture, it can 
never be predictive or necessarily generalisable to other groups. It can nonetheless be 
useful to social work by generating a fresh view of practice as a site of social 
constmction (Goldstein, 1990), 
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This particular framework identifies types of group talk, the movements between them, 
and the facilitation processes that encourage them, m a new kind of group 'grammar' 
that shows group processes to be mutual social constmctions. It is one way to answer 
the two research questions posed at the outset of this study: "What do the group 
members achieve together fri the group, for themselves and for each other?" and "What 
facilitation practices are frivolved m assisting the members' achievements?" With a 
feminist purpose we need to know what sort of talk-in-interaction, used in what ways, 
allows women to articulate their experiences and needs in a manner that changes thefr 
lives. The model presented here uses the micro social actions identified in the fine-
grained analysis of the data chapters to propose an answer to this question. By providing 
detailed accounts of how members and facilitators pursue agency and manage their 
interactions, it identifies features specific to feminist groupwork in community-based 
settings. This model is also presented in a graphic form that can be carried in the 
practitioner's intellectual tool-kit, accessible to their reflection-in-action. 
Consistent with the theoretical premises of this study, the model reflects poststmctural 
practice as well as feminist practice. As has been discussed in Chapter 2, poststmctural 
insights provide new challenges to our knowledge base, encouraging investigations of 
the management of difference between social actors, of professional practices that allow 
multiple tmths, and of change methods that do not resort to assumptions of rational 
progress or unitary selves. In feminist groupwork practice, a poststmctural view 
encourages a fresh look at 'consciousness-raising' that assumes multiple, fluid self-
reconstitutions dependent on local contexts, rather than the identification, and rejection, 
of one 'false' consciousness. The model I present here arises from studying a highly 
local instance in a fine-grained manner, claiming not a universal pattem but a close 
observation of one site. 
By analysing the group as 'talk-in-interaction', pattems of communication are therefore 
illuminated in a new way that is consistent with both a feminist and a poststmctural 
approach. The model also accounts for at least some of the moment-to-moment 
constmction of group affiliation, the shifts m topic, the 'froubles' displays, and the 
mutual support, amongst other features identified m earher chapters. If community-
based women's groups offer special opportunities for their participants to increase thefr 
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personal agency through talk, that is, in discursive action, they should be identifiable m 
the group talk. This model identifies these opportunities. 
SIGNIFICANT DIMENSIONS OF THE GROUP 
My data and analysis point to two major dimensions as constitutive of fundamental 
elements fri the talk-m-interaction of this group: the facihtator-member dfrnension and 
the safety-risk dimension. These have a 'common-sense' quahty to them but 
understanding their operation and mteraction at the micro level yields new knowledge. 
Many possible dfrnensions could be used to examine groups and thefr facihtation, but 
these two emerge from my analysis as cenfral, I conceptuahse each of these two 
dimensions as a continuum rather than a polarity, because this helps to explain the 
movements between different types of talk as well as the complexity within each. The 
dimensions each reflect several other key elements of the setting. The facilitator-
member dimension is particularly affected by having a sole facilitator and this in tum 
can enhance participants' agency. The safety-risk dimension with its movement between 
ordinary and delicate talk, reflects the consfraints and opportimities of the group's 
limited time span, self-selecting membership, activity-based programme (that allows an 
interplay of given facilitator's topics with participants' froubles), and co-existing 
implicit and exphcit goals. I will now outline the two major dimensions in detail. 
The facilitator-member dimension 
This dimension describes the difference between talk that is initiated by the facilitator 
and talk that is initiated by the members, a difference also characterised in CA as formal 
versus informal talk (see Chapter 4). In the conversation analysis literature, other studies 
of institutional talk have identified the level of formality of talk as a key characteristic, 
recognising that a local system developed by the participants can co-exist alongside a 
pre-allocated tum-taking system even in institutional talk (Silverman, 1993). Some of 
these show how the interaction shifts between ordinary conversational stmctures and 
formal institutional talk, recognising that the context provides certafri stmctures but that 
participants also bring their agendas and exercise some agency (ten Have, 1991). The 
model presented here uses this concept, but I use the descriptors 'member-based' and 
'facilitator-based' rather than informal/formal because they are more self-evident to 
group practitioners. 
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facilitator-based ^ • member-based 
Institutional talk studies typically identify asymmetrical as opposed to symmetrical talk. 
Consistent with that finding, as the facilitator in this group I promote asymmetry by 
typically taking more initiative than the members and often withholding responses 
found in ordinary conversation (Heritage, 1984). However, it is problematic to use 
asymmetry as a central concept here for several reasons. First, this setting is less tightly 
organised than the doctor-patient interactions and similar settings where asymmetrical 
relationships have been identified. For example, the facilitator does not always withhold 
ordinary conversational responses in this setting, whereas this has been suggested as a 
strong indicator of institutional or formal talk in other settings. Second, because 
asymmetry is interactionally achieved (as CA establishes), rather than being a given 
element of the context, there is a great deal of complexity and local variation, and even 
those with less power have influence over the interactions. Third, there are multiple 
relationships in a group (as opposed to one-to-one professional encounters), and it 
cannot be assumed that these all follow a predicted pattem such as the symmetry of 
member-member relationships. Finally there seems to be an unavoidable moral 
preference in our culture for more symmetrical relationships (ten Have, 1991) which I 
prefer to avoid by using a less value-laden term. Therefore I am not using 'asymmetry' 
to define the facilitator-member continuum, although elsewhere in this study symmetry 
is a relevant concept (see Chapter 5 for example, on the management of commonality 
and difference). Instead, I am using the terms facilitator-based and member-based talk, 
the distinction being based on who exercises greater interactional agency at that time. 
The logic of this argument also suggests that all talk resides somewhere on that 
continuum, but can move between these two states. The model presented below points 
to the conditions for this movement. Before fuming to these possibilities, each end of 
the continuum needs clear definition. 
Facilitator-based talk 
Facilitator-based talk allows the facilitator to actively set the parameters. It has been 
described already in Chapter 4 as a series of question-answer-response sequences. 
Depending on how the third 'response' tum is used, this may form what I am calling 
either 'reporting' or 'counselling' type of talk. Common variations of facilitator-based 
sequences of talk in this group include: 
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• The facilitator uses the thfrd tum to give a closfrig response to the previous speaker. 
This may be minimal agreement or acknowledgment, or it may be a fiiUer response 
such as a formulation or a summary. It signals that the answer is sufficient and 
allows other members to then take a tum. Different participants may then answer m 
tum in a series of question-answer-response sequences, especially when they are 
reportmg on thefr mdividual reflections as part of an exercise. This constitutes the 
'reportmg' type of talk outlined m more detail below. 
• A common variation is that the original facihtator's question may become unplicfr 
for most of the members, allowmg a sense of mformality while preservmg the 
formal stmcture of the facilitator's question and members' answers. 
• Altematively, the same participant may answer repeatedly, developing thefr 
response with the facilitator's encouragement. In these cases the thfrd tum, the 
response, usually operates as a question. This produces an expanded answer by the 
member which may, if extended, become the 'counselling' type of talk. 
These different sequences all keep a level of formality about them because the 
facilitator maintains most of the interactive agency: the ball always retums to her court. 
The facilitator dominates the interaction because she starts it, sets the topic, sets up the 
expectation of a member's response, and takes up the right of reply in the thfrd tum, 
which effectively allows her to continue to direct the talk. It also allows her to dfrect the 
way in which the member's tum is received. She can then pursue the institutional 
agenda, that is, the business the group has been brought together to do. However, some 
ofthat business can also only be done between members, by intermpting the facilitator-
based talk without undermining the institutional agenda. I will now describe the essence 
of this member-based talk. 
Member-based talk 
Member-based talk is less easily characterised than facilitator-based talk because it is 
less ordered, being more informal, varied, and also closer to ordinary conversation than 
to institutional talk. It occurs when either the first tum or the thfrd tums are taken by 
participants, and are not reclaimed by the facilitator. Examples of this type of talk are: 
• Telling stories and second stories in a sequence (as explored in Chapter 6) 
• One member asking another member a question or giving a formulation, and being 
responded to by that member (as mentioned in Chapter 5) 
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• Different members (sometimes to pursue a more agential stance as in Chapter 7) 
express a series of opinions or feeling states. 
Member-based talk is often 'hvely conversation' in CA terms, (Sacks, 1992b) because 
there are many intermptions. Rather than devaluing this form of talk as trivial gossip, 
the conversation analysis has shown the intermptions to be purposeful contributions to 
group cohesion and to members' leaming and support. This model builds on this to 
highlight member-based talk as the favoured 'destination' of feminist groupwork. The 
community development assumptions of a community education context create a 
preference for member-based friteraction. Similarly, fri fenunist groupwork there is a 
preference for members to interact with each other as well as to simply listen to each 
others' experiences, so that they can have the greatest possible personal agency to 
pursue their own purposes in conversation. However, the facilitator orchesfrates these 
opportunities and balances individual and group pursuits. A dominating characteristic of 
this type of groupwork, then, is the existence of both facilitator-based and member-
based talk. A different pattem would be expected, for example, in self-help groups that 
fimction without a professional facilitator, or in support groups where co-therapists 
direct a therapeutic process. 
In summary, the interaction moves backwards and forwards, sometimes momentarily, 
between being facilitator-based and being participant-based. As McDermott (2000) has 
described this continuum, 
"In democratic and participatory groups, leadership and power are created 
through the reciprocity of relationships between members and (at least initially) 
the designated leader. At different times and for different reasons, all 
participants to the collective enterprise can assume leadership positions and 
undertake leadership acts. The power to influence and lead the group arises from 
a variety of contributions which participant and the designated leader bring to 
tiie group" (McDermott, 2002, p.58). 
If the facilitator's preference is for a predominance of member-based talk in the group, 
then understanding shifts between the facilitator-based and member-based interaction is 
unportant to practice. I will retum to this question later m this chapter, but ffrst I will 
discuss the other major dunension of this group. 
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The safety-risk dimension 
The second major dfrnension that emerges from the analysis of talk in community-based 
feminist groupwork is the degree of 'safety' or 'risk' in the topics and discourses. This 
dimension can be identified by close study of the features of the talk, but facihtators and 
members of such groups also mtuitively recognise its existence (the members speak of it 
in thefr post-group interviews discussed in Chapter 8). Sometimes members change to a 
discourse or topic outside the group's previous talk, tell of a frouble when none has been 
specifically asked for, or expand a frouble into an area of more chaotic, less ordered 
experience. Sometimes a member speaks of something personal and disturbing they 
have not voiced before. All of these are riskier forms of talk, with the risks existing 
either within the topic choice or the discourse. 
safer topic/discourse ^ p- riskier topic/discourse 
Again, imderstanding the relationship between safe and risky talk as a continuum 
illusfrates the movement between these two exfremes as well as the possibility of talk 
being at any point along the continuum. In ordinary conversation the need for smooth 
interaction, by definition, produces predominantly 'safe' talk. It is this particular group 
setting where risk is a requirement for leaming, and where a lot can be at stake because 
the conversational topics are very personal, that makes 'risk' a relevant characteristic. 
Conversational analyses of ordinary conversation have previously identified special 
freatment of some matters that indicates they are 'delicate', with careful preparation 
given to presentation, using hesitations, prefaces, and modifiers (Silverman, 1997a). 
Other talk is clearly 'dispreferred', as evidenced in its avoidance or fri softening devices 
used in the interaction. One dispreferred type of utterance is disagreement because 
ordinary conversation cannot exist without participants' moment-to-moment 
cooperation. These interactional features of delicate and dispreferred matters have thefr 
correlates m this setting in the talk that I am naming 'risky': topics (such as troubles) are 
sometimes sufficiently delicate to be risky, and discourses (such as disagreement) that 
are dispreferred are also uiteractionally risky. I will now expand on tiie safety-risk 
aspects of'topic' and 'discourse' as they appear in this group. 
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Topics 
While froubles talk is essential in this group (see Chapter 4), so also is members' choice 
over how, when, and how much, thefr froubles are displayed. The members' choices 
begin with thefr self-selection into the group and continue in relatively fluid group 
mteractions that allow members to talk about either the explicit 'topic' provided, or 
about thefr deeper issues of self-reconstitution and empowerment. Members can chose 
the moment when they feel sufficiently safe to tell of more hidden experiences but can 
move back from those experiences in the next moment. This type of group offers an 
explicit purpose that is reflected in the given 'topics', in this case in a workshop format 
exploring experiences of motherhood through reflective activities that are then shared. 
This exphcit purpose operates not only to bring people together into a group, but also to 
supply safe enough topics for talk. This provides a background for riskier topics, which 
often arise from the given topics and extend them into more personal or froubling 
aspects of the issue. 
Riskier talk about deeper froubles or more dehcate matters can often be identified by 
prefaces, hesitations and disjunctions in speech, showing the speaker's awareness that 
this type of talk might be harder to interact over in the group. It can also be identified by 
repetitious, rapid, unusually quiet or emotionally intense talk that emphasises or 
expresses an emotional state. Narratives that are unfinished or barely coherent may also 
indicate that the meaning of an event is still unresolved, and therefore that speaking of it 
has an unknown outcome. These are all present in talk analysed in the data chapters. 
Discourses 
Another risk is present in any departure from standardised pattems of talk, or 
discourses. Being novel can risk being dispreferred. When standardised questions, for 
example, are adhered to, everyone knows when they are complete, and therefore 
ambivalence and interactional awkwardness about the next tum are avoided. When 
members do not know each other well, the use of standardised pattems of talk is 
particularly useful (Sacks, 1992b p.360). The facilitator-based formal format performs 
this function, and is noticeably more present in the earlier group sessions (illusfrated by 
the sources of the various data segments used in the preceding chapters). Sacks confrasts 
standardised talk with 'discursive talk', which has more mdividual pattems. It seems 
likely that the 'topic' talk is more often in standardised forms, whereas 'froubles' talk 
leading into self-reconstitutive talk is more often discursive m this sense. The explicit 
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purpose of the group commonly provides the safe topics to talk about, the 'busfriess as 
usual' from which froubles can emerge, but mto which they can also dissolve (Jefferson, 
1978). 
However, this need not be the case: even froubles can be talked about either in safer 
ways (such as rehearsed, predictable, or culturally normative accounts), or in a riskier 
manner (such as new namings of hidden experiences, fransgressive stories, or 
confradictory accounts). When froubles are recounted as performances for the other 
group members they are without a sense of discovery or risk, and on the otiier hand 
even a hght-hearted discussion can hold risks, as the following two segments show. 
Segment 1: 'Safe' troubles 
In an exercise infroducing Session 2, asking for reflection on "what you had to do to get 
here today, and one good thing that has happened this morning", I inadvertently 
modelled, as facilitator, a humourous complaint discourse and members' followed suit 
with increasingly dire and humourous descriptions of domestic drudgery. There 
followed an implicit competition for "the most awful story", which nonetheless 
supported a safe interactional environment rather than actively addressing members' 
froubles. The performance discourse did not leave space for reflection, although the 
topic could have allowed that if presented in another discourse. This exfract illustrates 
the point: 
1 Alice: I was expecting this morning to be really bad because we had a- a friend (.) a 
2 friend's child sleep over last night- she didn't go to bed till eleven thirty (.) and 
3 she's notoriously slow at getting everything done (.) and she didn't get out of bed 
4 till like a quarter to ei::ght (.) and dien she wanted a sho::wer? (hhh) and she 
5 wanted (hh) more (hh) toast and I just had to be really mean and say >you only 
6 have time for one piece of toast and YOU HAD A BATH LAST NIGHT NO 
7 SHOWERS THIS MORNING < um (.) and (.) so basically it was just the normal 
8 kind of trying to remember (.) >put the washing machine on- get the children 
9 dressed- make sure they have something to eat before we leave<-but um it wasn't 
10 too bad- we were late-1 didn't get them to childcare till nine but that was OK (.) 
11 a::nd (.) the good thing was the dog looked like it was going to vomit on the floor? 
12 ((loud laughter from others)) WHICH IT HAS BEEN LATELY? (HH) 
13 Eve: and it didn't? 
14 Alice: and it DIDN'T, we got the door open before the dog vomited on the floor. 
15 (): (HHHH) 
16 (Kathy): what a win! 
17 (): (HHH) 
18 Kathy: gee thanks Alice 
19 Alice: YOU ONLY KNOW WHAT'S GOOD IN COMPARISON TO A BAD DAY! 
20 Kathy: so do you want to to just say who you've got at home? 
21 Alice: oh okay um usually we have Lilly, Sam Jamie and me (.) Lilly's (.) seven next 
22 Monday? Sam's four Jamie's (hh) ()? and Danni who stayed over is 5 
23 Yasmin: oh? I thought you were talking about a girl? (.3) 
24 Alice: it was a girl Dannielle 
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25 Yasmin: I didn't think any little boys would be requesting extra showers (hh) 
26 (.5) 
27 Kathy: Trudy 
28 Trudy: imi? well I (.) had a good moming cos... ((continues)) 
(Session 2:2) 
It is also uiteractionally safer to keep the talk going than to allow silences for which one 
will be held accountable, and joking can be an entertaining way of supporting the 
conversation, without risking infroducing a new topic or probing deeper mto an existing 
one (Sacks, 1992b p.357). 
Segment 2: Risking disagreement 
Safe talk stays within an afready given discourse that is accepted in the group. When a 
member gives their response to an exercise in the requested format or the format others 
have previously used, and does not elaborate, that is safer talk. It is more standardised 
and provides resources for subsequent talk without venturing into untried areas, fri 
terms of discourse, the safety is found in standardised conversational or formal forms, 
but must be abandoned when talk moves into dispreferred or less charted territory. 
Sometimes for example, disagreement is necessary but requires creative and novel 
solutions. An example of this occurs in the last session when Susan rejects Kathy and 
Yasmin's attempted reframing and reassurance that wanting her son to fit in at pre-
school was really an expression of her concem for others. The disagreement is preceded 
by a compliment but the use of 'actually' signals that a confrasting view is to be 
proposed: 
1 Kathy: um (.) looking after other people is a big theme there isn't it? 
2 Susan: mm 
3 Kathy: not just Josh but looking after everybody else's reactions and making sure that-
4 like >you're very community-minded or something or community-spirited so 
5 that< (.) you sortof want the whole thing to work? you- you're not a person who 
6 just goes in- this has got to work for me (.) and only for me? y- y- you- (.) >so you 
7 picked up on all these things and obviously from what you've said about your past 
8 experience of kindy that's what you'd be doing< being involved an- but flien 
9 when you ca- something about that got out of kilter widi Josh? 
10 Yasmin: Susan strikes me as someone who's extremely sensitive about how other people 
11 are feeling... ((continues a long turn)) you've really really you know developed 
12 that protective capable covapeXsvA >YVL be there (.) you know (.) I'll hold up the 
13 bridge while everyone crosses< 
14 Susan: mmm I think you're actually being kind and that's very nice and if I'm being 
15 tfaoroughlv honest I think that really um the issue is (.) worrying too much what 
16 other people think and that comes from that mothering thing- I'm sure I got that 
17 from my mother- you have to do the right thing 
18 Yasmin: yep 
19 Susan: and I think if I'm being really honest I think that's probably (.) the biggest thing 
20 there is really- worrying about what other people think and probably not having-
21 you know again I hate to say (.) but not having (.) resolved the whole issue of 
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22 having a child with Down's syndrome? you know- that if I was really feeling 
23 absolutely (.) whatever about it? then I'm sure it would be much easier to go off to 
24 those things and feel like its okay 
25 Yasmin: [Q 
26 Alice: [yeh I think the thing I really connect with that... ((continues)) 
(Session 6:8) 
Susan not only frames her disagreement in the form of a compliment, but also uses the 
favoured discourse of self-reflection to bolster her dissentfrig view, thus raisuring that 
the dispreferred interaction is buffered by preferred discourses. 
In summary, the safety-risk dimension describes movement between talk that is less, or 
more, personally reveahng and/or emotionally intense in its topic, or more novel in its 
discourse. What can be observed is the constmction of a safe base from which members 
venture into riskier areas, and refreat. In feminist groupwork it is unportant that 
members can choose their level of disclosure, even to the point of not talking about 
troubles at all. Some members may need to leam mainly by listening and to venture 
only very cautiously into deeper disclosures. It is also apparent that members usually 
pay careful attention to keeping the environment sufficiently comfortable for each other, 
and move backwards and forwards along this safety-risk continuum to do so. A balance 
must be stmck between too-safe and too-risky talk. Some members express deeper 
feelings and experiences as part of resolving confusion or emotional pain, but this group 
does not generally explore froubles in the greatest possible depth: this is too risky given 
the short time-span, the diverse membership, and the sole facilitator. (This has been 
discussed in Chapter 8). Rather, the facilitator and members use various interactional 
resources to move between these states and achieve a balance. 
THE TALK-IN-INTERACTION MODEL 
These two dimensions of talk, characterised as the 'facilitator-member' and 'safety-risk' 
continua, can now be looked at in concert. When the two dimensions are superimposed 
in a grid form, the quadrants produced describe four different types of talk. They also 
pose questions about the movement between those types of talk. This constmct creates 
one possible analytic framework for looking at feminist groupwork as talk-m-
interaction, a framework which appreciates both the facilitation tasks involved and the 
members' accomplishments, as well as the agency expressed by participants in thefr 
approach to or retreat from risky topics. The application of conversation analysis to this 
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group's interaction reveals the stmctures and accomphshments of each type of talk, as 
well as the way the members and facilitator succeed in shifting the talk between states. 
FIGURE 7: THE CONVERSATIONAL MODEL OF GROUP PROCESS 
Safe 
REPORTING 
Facilitator-based 
COUNSELLING 
ORDINARY 
CONVERSATION 
Member-based 
RE-CONSTITUTIVE 
CONVERSATION 
Risky 
The grid defines two facilitator-based types of talk, 'reporting' and 'counselling', which 
differ in their degree of safety and risk, and two member-based types of talk, 'ordinary 
conversation' and 're-constitutive conversation', similarly differentiated. If the two 
dimensions accurately represent fundamental features of the group as has been argued, 
then these four types of talk could be expected to usefully describe the group's 
interactions. This would be so even if some types of talk appear to be intrinsically more 
valuable. The riskier, member-based talk, 'reconstitutive conversation', might seem to 
the facilitator to have most potential for bringing about change for the individual 
members, and to be the goal of the other types. However, this model shows the 
contribution of each type of talk to the whole. It highhghts the variety of styles of 
interaction encompassed in such a group, thefr dynamic nature, and the agency of 
participants m constmcting them. This has been possible by the 'unmotivated scan' 
insisted on in the CA method: if the starting point for analysis had been an existing 
framework then perhaps the less valued types of talk would not have appeared as 
intrinsic to the group. 
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I will now describe each type, its conditions, achievements and limitations, before 
looking at the way movement between them is achieved. 
Reporting 
The nature of 'reportmg' talk is determfried by the exphcit purpose of the group: fr is 
where the formal talk always begins, fri this instance, the purpose is a workshop to share 
specific experiences of mothering, and the format is one of 'activities' as the groupwork 
hterature commonly identifies them, that are based on topics the facilitator has chosen 
to explore aspects of those experiences. The activities usually take the form of 
individual reflection (encouraged by a request to complete a written or other task) 
followed by 'reporting' the results of this reflection to the group. 'Reporting' is not a 
term facilitators would generally use for this type of talk, but it is a description 
consistent with its conversational function. All members orient to the requfrement to 
account for themselves in the group in this way, usually taking thefr tum 'around the 
circle' in order, although sometimes taking tums in a looser formation especially in the 
later group sessions. The facilitator typically asks for group members to share what they 
have produced (a story, picture or account) with the group, but the members actually 
primarily address the facilitator in doing so. Although the facilitator in feminist 
groupwork would prefer that the other group members are equally addressed, that is in 
poststmctural terms the facilitator tries to make the 'gaze' of other members more 
significant for each member than her own (Leonard, 1997), in conversational terms she 
is the audience because she responds first. It is the job of other formats of talk than 
'reporting' to tum the other members from 'over-hearers' into audience, and the 
facilitator must establish the conditions for this to occur. However, she cannot achieve it 
immediately and can only invite, not dictate, this response fix)m members. Therefore she 
uses her position to constmct a context suitable for members to share their experiences 
(in 'reporting') in order that her own power can eventually be lessened. 
Segment 3: Reporting mode 
The basic stmcture of 'reporting' has been outlined above: the facilitator-based talk 
where members answer the facilitator's cenfral question in series. The exfract below 
comes from the very first activity in the group and shows this talk in its most stmctured 
form. 
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1 Kathy: we'll start with the hopes:: (10.6) >so. we can go around the group< and if you 
2 don't mind saying your name to reinforce (.) it for everybody? *cos (.) names can 
3 be hard?* 
4 Yasmin: imi anti-clockwise? (hh) 
5 Kathy: any old way you like! whatever! ( ) anyone want to start? 
6 Yasmin: alphabetical order starting with E? (HHHH) 
7 Kathy: you picked up a few tricks(hh) along the(hh) way (HHHH) 
8 Eve: *I don't mind starting* (hh) 
9 Kathy: you don't mind starting Eve? 
10 Eve: umm I suppose my hopes for the group I don't really know? like I (.) read the little 
11 thing and thought it might be useful and I live close by (.) xmom? I guess I hope 
12 that's it's a- a supportive environment? (.) um and I want like a place to share my 
13 feelings about my daughter I guess about the situation uram (.) y'know even kind 
14 of-I mean I do share my feelings but I think maybe this could be *an appropriate 
15 venue with people who might have some similar (.) similar* (.) you know I don't 
16 mean the same thinps but (.) it might be- >I think it'd be a good place for me to do 
17 that anyway< and y'know maybe it might help me to:: be a little bit more 
18 accepting >which I sortof am< but *probably still in denial* (.) so (.2) and to 
19 support myself (.) so there you go (.2) 
20 Kathy: thanks Eve a great list (.3) and umm (.) so Alice? 
21 AUce: what I've written down is >to have some time to reflect<? I was going to put some 
22 time for me so I think that that kind of time (.) that isn't being (.) busy and doing ( 
23 ) to understand how others deal with the challenges? (.) to enjoy the group? (.) 
24 a::nd to share the things that I probably don't share with people in other- in other 
25 places. 
26 Kathy: thanks Alice (.) and Trudy? 
27 Trudy: I came to the group... ((continues)) 
(Session 1:2) 
This type of talk occurs more markedly in the earlier sessions, and allows members to 
settle in to the group without undue pressure to innovate interactions or topics. Coming 
to the group was initially quite terrifying for some members, as one member commented 
in the group's final session (see Segment 5), and this reporting format opens talk in a 
safe, because stmctured, way. 
fri addition to providing this safer stmcture another vital function of reporting is display. 
It gives specified space to each member to display thefr experiences, and although other 
members often do not comment at that time, when such experiences later become a 
resource for group talk it is evident that they were hstened to attentively, 'Reporting' 
therefore provides material, including stories, topics, identities and discourses, to take 
up later. Further, the reporting format allows for each member to choose her own level 
of disclosure. Her answer can be brief or lengthy, descriptive or rhetorical, currently 
relevant or in the past. This is not to say each activity does not infroduce its own 
preferred discourse, but the variations within answers showjhat they also allow choice. 
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'Reporting' serves the purpose of providing security through stmcture, but it is not 
desfrable to stay too long in this mode because it pursues the facihtator's rather than the 
members' agendas. The group needs to interact more freely for participants to pursue 
greater agency. If re-naming oppressive experiences is part of empowerment, then 
participants must be able to grope tentatively, experimentally, even fransgressively, 
towards thefr own discourses. However^ this must be balanced against the needs of 
some to be cautious, as we have seen in the previous chapter's discussion of discourses. 
One solution is to assist members to explore their experiences more fridividually usuig a 
'counsellmg' approach within the group. 
Counselling 
When a member expands upon an account or report in response to the facihtator's 
formulation, question, or other encouragement, the facilitator may draw the member 
into talk about riskier dimensions of her experience. If the facilitator repeatedly 
responds to one member in this way, the interaction becomes a form of counselling, an 
exchange between a member and the facilitator in which the other members are again 
over-hearers rather than audience. In a therapy group we might expect this counselling 
type of talk to be prevalent. Here it is less so, but it can produce for members a shift in 
their relationship to their experience. The facilitator encourages members into riskier 
talk while holding them in the security of more formal talk. This talk may then provide 
a stepping-stone to member-based 'reconstitutive conversation'. 
There are several dangers in pursuing counselling in this group context. It can easily 
problematise one member and can also over-value the facilitator's expertise at the 
expense of the members'. Further, it can readily lure one member to disclose more than 
others, so upsetting the sort of symmetry that the group members work to ensure. Being 
in a feminist settmg, with the goal of normalising and extemalisfrig rather than 
individualising experiences, it was initially disappointing as a facilitator to discover 
counselling talk was present in the group. Yet the proposed framework would suggest 
there is a good reason for it to be there: it encourages and supports deeper froubles talk 
without putting the onus on members to keep the talk going conversationally. Ordinary 
conversation and formulaic responses might well not be an adequate response to deeper 
troubles talk. 'Business as usual' cannot be immediately returned to after troubles talk, 
advice is generally not welcome, and topics cannot suddenly be changed without being 
held accountable, as CA sttidies of froubles talk have found. When members are outside 
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the famihar conversational topics or discourses, continuing the talk can be difficult, and 
the facilitator-led counselling talk provides one solution to these difficulties. 
Segment 4: Counselling mode 
In this exfract from the last session Dianne is reporting on her reflections and drawing of 
the fransition into motherhood, using a selection of cards each showing a different 
feelmg (a facihtation tool known as 'The Bears' Cards^). Kathy takes the talk mto 
counselling mode at line 22 when she provides a response that summarises some of the 
emotional content of what Dianne has said in a way that Dianne recognises. This 
appears to encourage Dianne to expand. From lines 27 to 32 Yasmin takes up the right 
to respond to Dianne, moving to the member-based talk discussed earlier in this chapter, 
but also away from the riskier talk that might allow re-naming froubling experiences, 
and into ordinary conversation. Kathy then resumes the right to respond at line 40 with 
another summary, and the counselling mode continues. 
1 Dianne: well as you know I'm a bit (.) like Trudy's- I've sortof got the lun the big (.) hill 
2 thing but (.) sortof turning the comer (.2) and um (.) so I kindof started (.) childless 
3 which was quite good (.) (hh) (some of the time) 
4 (): yehyeh yeh 
5 Diaime: got pregnant (.) and then three months later discovered I was having twins and I 
6 was like (.) aagghh! (hhh) 
7 (): ( ) ((general laughter)) 
8 Diaime: and then they were bom (.) and this is kindof what happened because um (.3) I just 
9 found that evervman and his dog was ringing me-1 had these two kids in hospital 
10 for nine weeks- didn't know if they were going to live or die at the begiiming like 
11 you do (.3) people were ringing us that *we didn't even know* friends of friends 
12 of friends >I don't know you've probably had this kindof thing too< and you just 
13 go (.) just leave me alone just- just go away and even really good friends some of 
14 them I had to go >answering machine is on and I'm not returning any (hh)calls 
15 kindof thing and in the end I had to sortof (.) sever a few friendships because they 
16 just didn't get the message (.) and now I sortof think I'm sortof just coming out of 
17 that kindof? (.) ready to um (2.0) get back into life I suppose? (.2) 
18 (): (it was tough) (.3) 
19 Dianne: yeh so I guess that was a major change (.) in my life? my life had just been like 
20 that and I hadn't been like Hhat before so (.) and *I think I was a bit post-natally 
21 depressed (.) so that probably didn't help* 
22 Kathy: and the shock 
23 Dianne: and the shock yea(hh) and I mean just all of his I mean he's had problem after 
24 problem in the last year I mean we didn't know (.) for sure that he had CP until 
25 about (.) three or four months ago? so I still haven't really come to terms with that 
26 although we really thought we knew anyway- just-
27 Yasmin: did your children have any vision problems from the himdred percent oxygen or 
28 anydiing 
29 Diaime: uuum? he was on oxygen for about seven weeks but not himdred percent 
30 Yasmin: right and is their vision? 
31 Dianne: yes oh he's had two operations on his eyes and he's having another one next 
32 month 
* Produced by St Lukes Innovative Resources, Bendigo, Australia 
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33 Yasmin: its all those things that later further down the track 
34 Diaime: yes tliat's right its just a lot of things that he's had (.) his fingers are stuck down 
35 like that which makes fine motor stuff and even getting up on your hands really 
36 difficult (.) *um heart murmur and things like that* and he's had reflux which is 
37 lovely (.) he's still got that (hh) he's only just sitting up which you know is 
38 actually a very good thing so yeh *you know what its like all the things that (.) 
39 build up*= 
40 Kathy: =>and you don't really get time to deal with one before the next one< 
41 Dianne: yeh you know ( ) (5.0) 
42 Kathy: that's it (.) this last one ((card)) its sortof just peeking over your shoulder at the 
43 world is it? 
44 Dianne: yeh (hhh) 
45 Kadiy: might be worth a look after a(hh)ll 
46 Dianne: (hh) (.) possibl(hh)y? *yeh (.) I guess so (.) after being focused on these two kids 
47 for the last (six months)* 
48 Yasmin: very subdued 
49 Dianne: yeh 
50 Kathy: and- and coming to this group was part of that? 
51 Dianne: yeh [I think so 
52 Kathy: [moving out to the world 
53 Dianne: even when I did it was like >I DON'T REALLY THINK I CAN COME BUT I'M 
54 JUST RINGING!> (hhh) 
55 Kathy: just on the off chance 
56 Dianne: stupid isn't it (hh) 
57 Yasmin: it was the child care wasn't it that - I thought >oh no I'm not going to go< and 
58 then she went to such great lengths to organise child care 
59 Dianne: [yeh (hh) 
60 Yasmin: [I thought I'VE GOTTA GO NOW! 
61 Dianne: (hh) 
62 Yasmin: it's this thing about not upsetting other people 
63 Kathy: it's all part of the plot (hh) 
64 Yasmin: it's the sales thing! she's probably worked in sales- the hard sell! 
65 Kathy: I think though sometimes um (.) there's a lot of ambivalence isn't there about 
66 coming to something like this? whether its the right thing for you at the right 
67 stage? I mean it is a matter of timing a lot of the time? (.) it can be it can be a Q 
68 thing 
69 Dianne: the first week was pretty scary! (hh) ooohoooh (HHHH)! 
(Session 6:17) 
Interestingly, Yasmin still exercises her conversational agency as a group member in 
contributing further to the discussion (1.57), which shows that counselhng did not 
operate to exclude other types of talk in this group, at least not by the final session. For 
the second time Yasmin's initiative takes the talk towards ordinary conversation (see 
full explanation of this type of talk later m this chapter) and Kathy again joms in to 
secure another tum (1. 65) and to retum to counselling mode with a summary. 
Counselling encompasses the self-reflection, listening and speaking found m 
'reporting', but amplifies one participant's self-reflection by encouraging it to occur out 
loud and be extended into un-named or confradictory experiences. The facilitator in tum 
needs to provide an intensified attention to the participant to encourage these self-
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reconstitiitfrig activities, as well as an activity that explores a different language m 
which to constitute experience. In this way counselling echoes descriptions of 
consciousness-raising, but what it cannot do is provide the perspective of other 
members, and it is in 'reconstitutive conversations' that these are added without losing 
the intense scmtiny of hfe experiences. 
Reconstitutive conversation 
As the discussion of self-reconstitution in Chapter 2 outlines, self-reflection, speaking 
and listening to others can be the means to developing new identities (Leonard, 1997). 
This reconstitutive talk is the destination of the previous two types of talk in many 
ways, as it is both member-based and risky, although there are occasions when it is not 
reached and the group still makes important advances. For the group to be feminist it is 
important that the talk becomes member-based at least some of the time, and perhaps 
most of the time. That is, although it starts with reporting and may move into 
counselling, the talk needs to shift beyond this. Not only does power within the group's 
interaction need to be shared, but also members require opportimities to help each other, 
and this can only happen when they have sufficient interactive agency. Within the group 
studied here, member-based talk occurs early in the group (particularly in the group 
confract exercise where it is clearly members' expertise that is required) but definitely 
increases in succeeding sessions. This indicates that as the group progresses it becomes 
easier for members to take the initiative, both interactionally in responding to other 
group members, and topically with what personal experiences they are prepared to talk 
about. As their own expertise is validated in the group, they take more risks. 
Reconstitutive conversation can result in a shift in the member's view of the frouble. 
Addressing riskier topics, or using new discourses to revisit old froubles, opens up the 
possibility for change. Creating a new language, with a new vocabulary for expressing 
experiences changes the way those experiences are understood. As liberatory social 
workers know, fransforming a language of oppression into a language of liberation is a 
cenfral task. A feminist view of the consciousness-raising process that occurs in a group 
like this one is that it opens up experience that has been inchoate and personal, 
discovers how it is shared by others, and so allows it to be expressed in new ways, 
including politically: "In the beginning to find out how and what to speak, we had to 
begin from nowhere, not knowing what it was we would have to say and what it was we 
would need to know how to speak" (Smith, 1987 p.58). Specifically for this group of 
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mothers of children with a disability, I am asking how they find a language of thefr own 
that does justice to thefr experience. In moving beyond inchoate frauma, altemative 
discourses are perhaps readily available, but if these reflect others' subjectivities and not 
thefr own, they will be ultunately disempowering. However, it is also through hearing 
others' related experiences and so realising the social constmction of the issue and 
extemahsing it, that more personal agency is gained m relation to that experience. The 
reconstitution of self (described in Chapter 2) is difficult to observe even in this detailed 
study, because we cannot look inside a member's head and know when hstening to 
others speak, or indeed listening to herself, is having an impact. However, it is 
sometimes possible to observe changes in the way experience is talked about which 
indicate changes in self-constitution, for example in the analyses of extemahsing stories 
(Chapter 6) and ironic humour (Chapter 7). 
Reconstitutive conversation is challenging for group members though, and difficult to 
sustain amongst non-intimates. It is rich fare that often needs to be digested slowly 
perhaps in the breaks provided by reverting to a safer type of talk. If the facihtator 
reclaims the dominant role in setting topics and discourses, then greater safety is found 
in returning to reporting, or even to counselhng because there is less discursive risk for 
members even though the talk may still be intense. However, if the members take the 
initiative in moving away from difficult ground there is a different outcome, and what 
could be called 'ordinary conversation' becomes the mode of talk. 
Ordinary conversation 
Ordinary conversation in this setting often occurs out of earshot of the facilitator and the 
tape-recorder, before and after the group's formal business, m breaks, or between pairs 
when they are engaged in a discussion exercise. However it is also used to break the 
intensity of the other talk within group discussions. The topic may be related to the 
explicit purpose or extemal to it, but it avoids more delicate and emotionally 
challenging material. Members rather than the facilitator initiate fr and the facilitator 
either has no part or participates as an equal. It can also provide tiie 'business as usual' 
which is an important companion to froubles talk in ordinary conversation (Jefferson, 
1978). 
In ordinary conversation all the standardised pattems and familiar assumptions of talk-
in-interaction come into play, making it much easier to converse. Everyone can 
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participate more easily and a sense of commonality can be reinforced. It can provide a 
safety valve after the intensity of counselling or reconstitutive conversation when it 
eases tension or closes the matter. 
Segment 5: Affiliating through ordinary conversation 
In the following excerpt from informal conversation at the end of the final session, the 
group members are responding to Tmdy's request for help in deciding whether to take 
her fourteen month-old child to playgroups. The more experienced mothers have been 
particularly active in giving information and advice, often in the form of stories of thefr 
own experience. Dianne breaks this 'teaching and learning' discourse with an ordinary 
conversation that establishes affihation with Tmdy and leads to a social invitation. 
1 Alice: ((continuing)) and that (.) the chances are by getting out there (.) you're actually 
2 going to meet people who are going to be allies when it comes to (.) your child 
3 going to school because they're going to know your child from such an early age 
4 and accept your child= 
5 Trudy: =yeh that's part of it [as well-
6 Alice: [and that- and that 
7 Trudy: [(being) in the area 
8 Alice: [you know its all that being on your best behaviour th(hh)ing but it is- sometimes 
9 it seems like a worthwhile investment but for later down the track rather than 
10 Trudy: that's it- that's why I think its for a very selfish reason I think >rve got to keep 
11 ringing up this lady I met in hospitaK so at least= 
12 Alice: =yeh 
13 Trudy: >her daughter and my daughter (.) know each other<= 
14 Alice: =yeh 
15 Trudy: you know and I sortof think >I should do this< (hh) just so she knows someone 
16 Dianne: how old's your daughter? 
17 Trudy: um fourteen months 
18 Dianne: oh right same as mine 
19 Trudy: but she's only little (.) yeh 
20 Dianne: yeh she can come and play with us! (hhh) I know we live a long way away? (hh) 
21 Tmdy: (hh) 
22 Dianne: but you can come and play? (hh) Luke is just sitting up too so (.) yeh 
23 ((4.5)) 
24 Trudy: *cos that's the thing I think what's the point of going to a playgroup she just sits 
25 there she just watches* 
26 Susan: but maybe it's just being as Alice said (.) even at that age kids love other kids 
27 don't they? 
Session (6:30) 
Ordinary conversation in the group context can be a welcome break but it can also be 
awkward to move in and out of it. There is a shght sense of impropriety in diverting 
from the mstitutional talk and given discourses. Yet this is achieved nonetheless, and in 
a group like this where establishing affihation is one of the goals, ordinary conversation 
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is a means to this end, rather than mere 'chat'. Its benefits are also its disadvantages, 
though, and it can avoid more meaningful exchanges if it continues too long. 
Having expanded upon the four types of talk proposed in this model, I will now discuss 
the vital issue of movement between them. 
Movement between types of talk 
All four types of talk evidently contribute to the group's purpose. Together they manage 
and reflect the cenfral dimensions of facilitated women's leaming groups: a balance 
between facihtator and member dominance, and between safer and riskier talk. This 
analysis suggests that the movements between the different types of talk and the timing 
of episodes of each type are important factors. Both the facilitator and the members are 
involved in moving the talk through these different types and in doing so achieve the 
following: 
• Foregrounding or backgrounding deeper froubles 
• Balancing formal stmcture and member interaction 
• Compensating for the facilitator's limitations 
• Accommodating individual differences (e.g. sensitivity to riskier topics) 
• Allowing for changes over time in the group and in individuals 
• Including members who have not attended all previous sessions 
• Allowing for multiple identities 
• Experimenting with altemative discourses 
• Ensuring participation of all members. 
Of the twelve possible moves backwards and forwards between the four different types 
of talk (reportuig to counselling, counselling to reporting, and so on) some are more 
common and some are more significant. If the overarching group goal is self-
reconstitution (perhaps previously 'consciousness-raising'), then achievfrig talk in 
which members become less fixed and more vuhierable, and are paradoxically 
sufficiently safe to become so, is important. The most typical and relevant movements 
in this achievement have afready been intimated in the preceding outline of the model. 
These are: the deepening risk of moving from reporting to counselling, tiie refreat back 
from counselling to reporting, the member's initiative in moving into reconstitiitive 
conversation from eitiier of the facilitator-based formats, the release of tension in 
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movmg from reconstitutive conversation into ordinary conversation, and the resumption 
of confrol by the facilitator, especially to close ordinary conversation. These more 
common movements are shown on Figure 8 below. 
The most unportant question for a facilitator is how reconstitutive conversation is 
achieved and maintained, that is, how talk moves from either reportmg or counsellmg 
into reconstitutive conversation. The facilitator confrols the domains of reporting and 
counselling, so can provide opportunities for reconstitutive conversation. However, she 
clearly cannot herself create these special conversations. An important extension of this 
research would be to detail more expansively the facilitation practices supporting moves 
into reconstitutive conversation. 
FIGURE 8: MOVEMENT BETWEEN TYPES OF TALK 
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Once a reconstitutive conversation is drawing to a close, the facilitator may retum the 
talk to a facilitator-based mode, especially counselling, or may wait until the members 
have shifted it to ordinary conversation. This latter approach avoids fritermpting 
members, but may also be why deeper explorations did not proceed more often in this 
group: perhaps that would have requfred more use of the counselling mode. Movement 
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from ordinary conversation to reconstitutive conversation is not readily observed in this 
group, although this may be due to the lack of audio-taping of ordinary conversation 
(such as the talk over moming tea for example) rather than it being a rare occurrence. It 
would be useful to investigate conditions for reconstitutive conversation in non-
uistitutional settings. 
There are still many such questions to be answered, but this framework nonetheless 
provides practitioners with some new conceptual tools. 
CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS MODEL 
This model is a description of the complexities and confradictions, the multiple 
purposes and identities, the non-linear dynamics, and the facihtation style of 
community-based feminist groupwork. It addresses a feminist concem to highhg^t an 
area of women's experience (mainly of participants but also of facihtators) that has been 
largely invisible and undervalued, and to position it in terms of broader social relations. 
It adds a methodology to the social work practice research repertofre that focuses on 
interaction as a socially constmcted accomplishment. Perhaps of most interest, it offers 
feminist and social work practice a new analysis of groupwork, seeing group process 
with fresh eyes as types of talk-in-interaction. In this case the group comprises mothers 
of a child with a disability, but the elements proposed here would be expected to occur 
in other instances of this type of groupwork because they derive from the setting rather 
than from the specific problem. The major contributions of this model are outlined 
below. 
Focus on the personal agency of the participants 
This approach takes seriously the possibility of discursive agency, not to deny the 
importance of other forms of agency but to validate the part played by talk in changing 
one's life. In conversation analysis interaction is regarded as a series of 
accomplishments, and this study produces new evidence of group members' 
achievements for each other and for themselves. One of this study's contributions is to 
discem what the group members other than the facilitator regard as important by 
identifying their agency in the group interactions. By seeing this setting as an instance 
of 'institutional talk' (in CA terms), the relative significance of members' agency m this 
group is highlighted. In many other institiitional settmgs studied using CA, the formal 
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components are more dominant, the relationships more asymmetrical and the exercise of 
formal power more explicit. This type of group balances the facilitator's power and the 
members' power more evenly, although it falls short of the 'hberatory ideal' of 
members confrolling the entfre interaction. 
Segment 6: Agency in resistance to the facilitator 
Members use discursive agency to re-dfrect the interaction, to shift to thefr own topic or 
discourse, and to resist the facilitator's preferences, as illusfrated in this example where 
Susan eventually resists Kathy's efforts to encourage her to change her relationship to 
her experiences of domestic dmdgery. 
1 Susan: oh just a sense of that- just worrying about everything 
2 Kathy: yeh 
3 Susan: I suppose we got into into that a really motherly thing like >I really noticed that it 
4 was always my father who played while my mother was cooking tea you know?< 
5 yeh that sort of thing? >and Dad would tjjce us to the beach while Mum would 
6 stay home and do the whatever?< you know? that sortof- and things like if 
7 someone was coming over (.) you know Mum'd be- or Christmas day would be 
8 the classic exan^le Mum'd be so worried about everything that she'd have- she'd 
9 have everyone (.) crankv= 
10 Kathy: =yeh 
11 Susan: because it'd have to all be just right 
12 Kathy: [yeh 
13 Susan: fthe chicken wasn't cooked and she'd be yelling at Dad and thi= 
14 Kathy: =yeh 
15 Susan: and this- and she'd be [just so worried about everything 
16 Katiiy: [it becomes self-defeating= 
17 Susan: =yeah 
18 Kadiy: and so that the cause for it is >cos if I don't worry no one else is going to do it.< 
19 Dianne: I think that's it 
20 (Kathy): yeh no-one else does it all and you're always 
21 ((lots of talking over)) 
22 Dianne: its [the martyr syndrome (hh) 
23 Laurel: [we're all like that aren't we? 
24 Kathy: [however (.2) that ends up negating ((writing)) 
25 () : yes that's right 
26 Dianne: that's my mother-in-law (hh) 
27 Katiiy: so ( ) why worry 
28 AUce: MY MOTHER IN LAW IS THE MOST UN-MARTYRISH PERSON I'VE MET 
29 SHE DOES- HASN'T DONE HOUSEWORK FOR TWENTY YEARS! 
30 Dianne: (HHHH) 
31 AUce: no-one to Uve up to thank god! (hh) 
32 Kathy: so if- Susan how would you answer that (.) cos if I don't no-one wiU (.) how 
33 would you answer that? 
34 Susan: imi 
35 Kathy: if you [wanted to give that-
36 Susan: [weU-
37 Kathy: contradict-
38 Susan: ina way there's a sort of tru::h there [though isn't the::re? so-
39 Kathy: [there is that's right there is? 
40 Susan: I [suppose 
41 Alice: [but do we need-
42 Susan: ye::h 
43 AUce: like does everything have to be worried about its about 
44 Susan: ye::h 
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(Session 3:12) 
At Ifrie 38 Susan makes clear her resistance to Kathy's (and Alice's and Dianne's) 
preferred stance. She holds to her view that it is the mother's role to be totally 
responsible. In the face of thefr continufrig pressure she refreats to weak agreement with 
them, but tiie body of CA research tells us that weak agreement is actually, 
uiteractionally, a way to disagree (Pomerantz, 1984). Instances of resistance to other 
members ascribed identities, and members' agency in constmcting thefr own altemative 
identities, are examined fri Chapter 5. It is also noteworthy that Susan's mteractive 
agency (in resisting) undermines the goal of feminist consciousness-raising that Kathy 
and others appear to be pursuing. This is a confradiction that only a poststmctural view 
of 'emancipatory practice' can accommodate: that is, a universal view of agency or 
emancipation inevitably denies something. 
A framework for understanding self-reconstitution 
In Chapter 2 a process of discursive self-reconstitution in which members requfre 
opportunities to speak of their experiences and to listen to those of others, is 
theoretically described. Members also need opportunities to reflect on what they have 
both said and heard over time. If this happens within a sufficiently secure space, then 
they may engage in new sorts of talk, addressing confradictions or gaps in thefr previous 
accounts. This may lead to new namings of their experience in discourses that constitute 
more empowered or agential positions. The four types of talk proposed in this model 
show how members' experiences come to be available to each other, and how a 
sufficiently safe climate for taking these risks might be created. Previous chapters have 
identified the significance of members' mutual support and management of differences 
in constmcting an affiliative climate, and of movement between member-based and 
facilitator-based interactions. These features address the need for both safety and agency 
in the risky business of self-reconstitution. 
Both consciousness-raising and poststmcturalism inform this groupwork model. 
Following poststmcturalism, it identifies a group facilitation process that allows 
members' multiple and shifting identities and that acknowledges thefr agency in taking 
up different discourses. This confrasts with consciousness-raising, in which one 
ideology is favoured, confradictions are to be resolved rather than embraced, and tmth is 
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assumed to be available through rationally asking 'why'. That was an approach that 
knew its destination, and often favoured cognitive methods to reach it. The groupwork 
model presented here understands that destinations are multiple and are constmcted in 
interaction. It values self-reconstitution but does not have as fixed a vision of the 
preferred self, nor does it hold rational cognition as supreme, but invites other 
modalities. And yet this is stating the poststmctural case too sfrongly, because this 
model also embodies a critical approach: the preferred self is one with greater agency, 
and rationality is valued here as it is elsewhere in our culture. Looking at the activities 
that ehcit the group's talk this combination of poststmctural and critical assumptions 
can also be identified although at the time, prior to this analysis, it was not conscious on 
my part as facilitator. The 'images of self exercise invited multiple identities, the 
'motherhood messages' exercise deconstmcted dominant discourses, and the 'stmggles 
and sfrengths' stories tapped a narrative mode, all assuming poststmctural concepts. Yet 
there were critically informed exercises too: the 'support map' reinforced the social 
context that is cenfral to experience, the 'fransitions' exercise assumed a sense of 
progression, and a goal-setting and problem-solving exercise formed the backbone of 
the fourth (unsuccessfully taped) session. Although this study examines just one 
instance of community-based feminist groupwork, it seems quite probable (but remains 
to be investigated) that other such groups would reflect both the critical and the 
poststmctural elements, since these ideas permeate our practice environments. 
Self-reconstitution is cmcial to the group process in community-based feminist 
groupwork, and it happens perhaps most in those 'reconstitutive conversations' where 
riskier talk and member-based talk meet. It is here then that we might expect social 
identities to be most exploratory and agential. This also needs further study, because if 
we could know best how to facilitate talk that allows the constmction of more agential 
identities, our emancipatory practice will become much more effective. Social identities 
are constmcted, as this study finds, but they also constmct the social world. 
Defining the relationship between topic and troubles 
In this setting the explicit, outcome-oriented goal that brings people together around a 
perceived need (in this case, to explore a better balance between 'looking after 
ourselves' and 'looking after others'), exists in tandem with the imphcit process-
oriented goal of community development groupwork, which is to facilitate empowering 
processes. The group's explicit purpose, spelt out in tiie course title and enacted fri the 
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session programme and activities, provides the major topic of talk. These topics are 
addressed using a range of discursive resources, especially the group members' 
'froubles'. The given topic and the members' froubles provide altemative but connected 
choices of focus for the members. In CA terms, the topic provides the 'business as 
usual' that it is customary to retum to after froubles talk. This characteristic provides a 
confrast with the type of group cenfred on a therapy process. It is safe to join a 
community education group without having confidence or clarity because a stmcture is 
provided that does not depend on all group members bringing revelations of froubles or 
initiating interactions, although it is very helpful to the group when they can. The use of 
'topics' in a leaming environment also contains the group in a finite time span, which 
reduces anxiety for members (Yassen & Glass, 1984). Limited demands are made of 
members, compared with a group with an open-ended therapeutic goal that assumes 
froubles. People may enroll in a community-based leaming and support group out of 
only a vague yearning and yet once there may identify personal goals, specific froubles 
and structural consfraints. When named with the individual's own voice, these can 
become defining elements in her biography, fri the naming, too, hes a challenge to the 
dominant consfraining forces. This is one of the group's limitations, preventing the 
emancipatory goal from being achieved. 
The facilitator's role is to provide for the explicit goals of the group to be addressed, 
while at the same time encouraging the imphcit goals of mutual support and 
empowerment that build upon each others' deeper disclosures of troubles. The former 
goal prepares the ground for the latter, and endures throughout the group not merely as a 
'cover' but as a valid pursuit in its own right. Although empowerment is perh£^s the 
uhimate goal for the facilitator, and participants, for the facihtator to openly pursue it 
would risk chasing it away, because it depends on the members' voluntary initiatives 
not the facilitator's directions. It would be paradoxical to instmct members to "take the 
initiative now" or "spontaneously support each other". An explicit topic provides 
members with the choice to tell their most froubling stories, or not. 
Tracing the sole facilitator's functions 
In a community education context, it is common to have a sole facilitator. By contrast, 
self-help groups with similar goals of mutiial support and empowerment usually operate 
without a professional facilitator, and instead often adopt a tight stiiicture that ensures 
participation and mutual respect. Therapy-type groups on the other hand often have two 
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facilitators so that participants receive proper emotional care (see for example Yassen & 
Glass, 1984). The sole facilitation prevalent in community education reflects an 
education rather than a social work or therapy model. It is part of the social work role to 
look for 'what is wrong' (Leonard, 1997), but in a community education setting the 
facilitator does not need to diagnose problems because the presence of others sharing 
similar experiences will ehcit them. All participants are both learners and teachers, and 
it is assumed that the members will leam more from each other than from the facilitator. 
There is another advantage of the sole facilitation model: the members are not 
overwhelmed by the presence of professionals, especially in a small group, because the 
gaze of peers dilutes the 'professional gaze'. The shift from facilitator-based to 
member-based talk would then be easier with a single facilitator than it is with two. 
The disadvantage of a sole facilitator is that when the talk does enter into more delicate 
matters and when intense emotions are engaged, it is harder to ensure that the 
experience is positive for all members. The 'counselling' mode of talk is therefore more 
problematic with a sole facilitator: the topic cannot become so emotionally disturbing 
that participants are likely to have their needs overlooked by a single facilitator who has 
to attend to all the other aspects of the group. Yet to stay on an emotionally neufral 
plane would be to avoid the most unportant issues and opportimities. The facilitation 
has to be both safe and challenging to provide sufficient stmcture to allow deeper issues 
to emerge and yet sufficient openness for lighter ones to rise to the surface, fri part it is 
the agency of participants in directing the group interaction between different types of 
talk that achieves this balance. 
Understanding the construction of multiple identities 
Analysis of the group's talk-in-interaction has found that social identities are 
constmcted moment-to-moment through the choices of discourses, topics and discourse 
identities (such as storyteller, listener, and so on). It has supported the poststmctural 
view of identity as fluid, multiple and often confradictory. For the facilitator the 
significance of this is in understanding how more agential identities can be enacted in 
the group, and consfraining ones resisted, and the model presented here indicates some 
possibilities. A key factor is the readiness with which members can move between 
identities. Because identities are contested even as they are constmcted (Leonard, 1997), 
ascribed identities can be resisted more easily when they are fluid. Group participants 
undergoing life changes will also have less stable identities and even greater need for 
297 
agency. For example, the identity "mother of a child with a disability" is less stable for a 
newer mother and she needs to try it out without bemg confined to it. 
This model mdicates how self-selection of group members facilitates open identities. 
Although selectfrig participants presents the advantage of promotmg cohesion through 
homogeneity, fr concenfrates the facihtator's power (McDermott, 2002) and determines 
a more defined group member identity. The self-selection model, while it does 
mevitably evoke some identities (such as 'mother of a child with a disabihty'), resulted 
in a mix of newer and more experienced mothers, as well as a range of children's 
disabilities both physical and developmental, being represented. It also avoided any 
obvious 'client' identity for members because there was no disabihty service provider 
involved in the recmitment process. Focusing on common issues rather than individual 
problems also helps to side-step 'client' identities. Once constmcted, a 'client' identity 
would be difficult to shift in a settmg where froubles are told, and the absence of 
'clients' leaves space for other identities. The main institutional identity available to 
members is the 'good group member' identity, which is enacted in the attention to 
reciprocity and affiliation discussed in previous chapters. The facilitator's power to 
constitute identities is therefore largely used to promote member-based interactions, 
after it has established her 'expert' role by eliciting froubles. When the interaction is 
more member-based a variety of other identities are also able to be expressed by 
participants, such as 'experienced mother', 'novice mother', 'service-user', 'advocate', 
and so on. An abundance of member-based interactions favours fluid identities by 
allowing members to initiate new discourse and topics. As chapter 5 showed, social 
identities are constmcted using a combfriation of topic, discourse and discourse 
identities. 
The various identities evoked by members interactively accomphsh different functions 
for each other, such as providing support or advice, displaying altemative or sunilar 
experiences, or establishing commonality. However, as well as affording opportunities 
to study the conditions for identity constiuction, this model of group process provides 
special insights mto the conversational management of identity differences. The 
openness of identities requires the group to manage a greater degree of difference than 
would probably exist in a group more dominated by institutional identities (Yassen & 
Glass, 1984). I have already presented the case for viewing tiie group as a possible 
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microcosm of dialogues across difference in wider social relations (in Chapters 5 and 8), 
but this model can help us see how this can be further promoted. 
Gaps in the model 
There are several caveats to these findings. Firstly a single model cannot explain all or 
even most of what happens in a group: it is one of many ways to examine a group. 
Some features will need other conceptual frameworks to capture them, for example in 
the previous chapter I considered the group as a micro-political stage. Secondly even 
within each of the types of talk identified, there are still many nuances to be explored. 
Reconstitutive conversations in particular deserve closer study to better understand thefr 
nature. Some conditions for the growth of emancipatory discourses have been sketched 
here but the work is only a beginning. The conditions for movement between the 
different types of talk also need fiuther elucidating, especially the shifts toward 
reconstitutive conversations. Thirdly, we need to identify facilitation that reflects a more 
integrated form of poststmctural feminism, rather than the somewhat serendipitous 
juxtaposition of the two frameworks that occurred here. Marginalised people 
participating in community-based groups deserve facilitators who know how to 
encourage them to identify, express and extemalise their needs, without requiring them 
to narrow their identities or discourses. Finally, the CA method focuses on interactional 
and discursive agency, and so this model looks more at what can happen than at the 
barriers to that happening, although I have infroduced some discourse analysis to 
balance this. Nonetheless it remains a limitation. 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter has linked essential knowledge questions about community-based 
women's leaming groups, identified through the theoretical explorations of Chapter 2, 
with those features dominating the data analyses of Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7. It has done 
so by proposing a model of group process created around the types of talk that can be 
facilitated in a group. These types of talk reflect features typical of this particular group 
setting: a sole facihtator, a topic-based format, and a highly affihative climate. Other 
features distinguishing other group settings might well produce different types of talk. 
The fine-grained data analysis of this group's 'talk-in-interaction' has revealed a formal 
facilitator-based format and an informal member-based format, used flexibly by both 
the group members and facilitator. The formal structure sets expectations, keeps to the 
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topic or task, draws out members' stories and reflections, and sets the scene for 
members to take the initiative in responding to each other and moving into the informal 
stmcture. It also requfres some self-disclosure by group members in order that the 
facilitator's 'expert' knowledge (m relation to groups if not to froubles hi this case) can 
be confirmed. The informal stmcture allows members to respond to each other with 
support and information, and to do so in varied ways depending on the available and 
preferred identities, discourses and topics. The other most significant dimension of the 
talk produced in the group is the degree of risk in the talk. This setting has the benefit of 
leaving decisions about how much to speak of personal froubles with the group member, 
rather than assuming a problem-focus. Creating a sufficiently safe climate to disclose 
and explore froubles that have been silenced, or have stmggled to locate a discourse, is a 
goal of this type of group. The facilitator certainly favours self-reflection and self-
disclosure and shows a preference for emancipatory discourses, so the 'expert's gaze' 
cannot be avoided. However, it remains the member's choice how much to risk 
disclosing, and this study shows how that choice is exercised moment-by-moment. 
The four types of talk identified by combining the two main dimensions of facihtator-
member dominated talk and safer-riskier talk are reporting, counselling, reconstitutive 
conversation, and ordinary conversation. The differential and dynamic use of these four 
types of talk allows members and facilitator to pursue the group's 'topics', while also 
holding open the possibility of addressing individuals' 'troubles'. The members are 
asked to report about a given topic (to display thefr experience) but are rarely asked to 
report on a problem or frouble. Even so they often produce talk about froubles. 
Members know that part of the group's purpose, part indeed of thefr own purpose, is to 
talk about froubles, but a problem-centered focus is avoided because they are not 
required to produce froubles to legitimate their group attendance. However, the most 
potentially emancipatory type of talk, 'reconstitiitive conversation', relies botii on tiie 
interactional initiative being taken by members, and on at least some members bemg 
prepared to expose their froubles. The mam shortcoming of this group, viewed horn the 
pomt of view of an emancipatory practitioner, is the limited time spent fri reconstitutive 
conversation. The group approaches risky froubles talk cautiously, often dancing around 
it rather than diving in. However in tiiis model, by definition, tiie initiative to move into 
reconstitutive conversation rests with the participants not tiie facilitator. To increase tiie 
interactional pressure on members to make tiiat move would mean increasing the risky 
talk that the facilitator does confrol, that is, counselling type talk, and favouring tiiis 
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over reporting type talk. This would make it more like a therapy group, and mdeed this 
is a very viable and estabhshed approach when members have identified a common 
problem and reconstitutive conversations are expected. 
The movement between different types of talk depends on members holding thefr 
identities sufficiently open to explore various discourses and topics. The activities used 
to stmcture a group like this, being postmodem and feminist, can avoid imposing 
dominant discourses and engage the members in deconstmcting those discourses and 
inviting new ones. Activities can also embrace rather than censor any confradictions. 
Indeed, it seems impossible for the facilitator to avoid confradictions such as the 
tensions between critical and poststmctural language and assumptions. This openness 
gives members greater agency in choosing their position in relation to their experience, 
and shifting that on a moment-to-moment basis. While experiencing consfraint is 
inevitable for group members, as all discourses are constitutive of experience as well as 
constituted by it, avoiding singular closed discourses minimises such limits to personal 
agency. Feminist poststmctural practice would ideally be sfrengths-based and critical, 
embracing multiple identities, confradictions, and discursive action. While the 
facilitation present in this group achieves this only partially, the analysis of this 
groupwork points to ways it can be enhanced. 
A feminist critique of the public-private split argues that what fraditionally happens in 
the non-public sphere has political significance, and that women are also expressing 
their social citizenship in such groups, as the previous chapter argues. This model 
supports that theory, finding evidence of agency and self-reconstitution in the semi-
private sphere of the group. Talk and action are not opposing activities, but can both be 
encompassed withfri the concept of discursive action. The sfrength of this model is its 
promotion of facihtation that accommodates people's varied and confradictory needs 
through two apparent paradoxes. It shows how facilitators can support members to 
move out of safe territory while still retaining sufficient personal agency to move back 
into it at will, and it explains how it is the facilitator's guidance that supports members 
to venture into the worlds of each others' experience where the most valuable leaming 
occurs. The weakness of the model is that it awaits apphcation in other groups to be 
valuable as an explanatory framework. Meanwhile it can be an encouragement to 
facilitators to value both the consciousness-raising ideal and the reflective process fri 
their practice. 
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CHAPTER 10 
CONCLUSION 
"The best 'growing ground' for women may be in the widespread mushrooming 
of women's discussion groups of all types and sizes. Women are talking to each 
other, not simply in private in the kitchen, in the nursery, or over the back fence, 
as they have done through the ages, but in public groups. They are airing their 
problems, discovering themselves, and sharing their experiences. " (Lindbergh. 
1975. p. 131) 
THE 'GROWING GROUND' OF GROUPS 
This research project has been an exploration of the conditions and achievements of a 
group 'growing ground' for mothers of children with a disability. It proposes that 
community-based women's groups can encourage conversations of release, reciprocity, 
and reconstitution, conversations that make a difference to marginahsed people despite 
their everyday character. In the fradition of consciousness-raising, but with recognition 
of my own position in constmcting these conversations, I have investigated the power, 
and limitations, of this talk in changing individual and social worlds. Finding a 
matching reverence for talk (though not necessarily for transformative change) within 
the methodology of conversation analysis, I have used analytic tools such as troubles 
talk, second stories, tum-taking, discourses, and affiliation to explore this group. I 
investigate the freasured tenets of feminist consciousness-raising within the fi^sh 
metaphor of conversation, and with the new rigours of poststmcturalism, to find pattems 
of talk that underpin a time-limited, self-selecting, leaming and support group with a 
sole facilitator. These pattems are formed into a conversational model of group process. 
The 'driving question' that brought me to this research was about what these groups 
offered women that was different, and my hunch (acknowledged in Chapter 1) was that 
the participants were able to move between fore-grounding and back-grounding their 
difficulties in ways that were useful to them. This hunch re-emerges in this account in 
the concept of 'safety versus risk', despite the CA method's 'unmotivated scans' of the 
data, but this is not surprising given that a poststmctural view tells us that no such pure 
objectivity is possible. However, the substantial metamorphoses this hunch went 
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through to reach the conclusions of the study, rather than undermining the research 
findings, shows perhaps the benefits of having some practice wisdom to guide research. 
The resulting insights can be used to further the understanding and appreciation of this 
form of feminist groupwork practice. Women's groups with a developmental (rather 
than therapeutic) agenda have elsewhere proved able to counteract social secrets, reduce 
isolation, enable empowerment and link the private and public spheres. Although not an 
evaluation or outcome study, this research supports such studies by identifying fine-
grained interactions performing exactly these functions. It demonsfrates the moment-to-
moment achievement of balancing safety and risk-taking, finding commonalities, and 
giving mutual aid that other studies have identified as vital to women's groups (Laing, 
2001). Consistent with Freire's description of consciousness-raising this group is a 'co-
investigation' between facilitator and participants without the facilitator abdicating her 
leadership role. The initiative moves between facilitator and participants as their 
multiple agendas are pursued. At its best the group also allows participants to follow 
Freire in naming their experience from a new, more detached position in the type of talk 
identified here as 'reconstitutive conversation'. (Freire quoted in Mayo, 1999). I will 
recap these achievements of the participants, £ind the facilitation that supported them, in 
greater detail below. 
At the outset of this study I aimed to discover what the group participants achieve, for 
themselves and each other, and what facilitation practices support those achievements. 
The questions can be asked separately, and the respective contributions outlined, but the 
leaming and change that occurs can perhaps best be understood as a collaborative 
achievement of all those involved in the interaction. Below I outline the participants and 
facilitator's contributions, first separately and then together. First, however, the role of 
the organisations that are committed to offering community-based groups must be 
appreciated, because the auspicing organisation contributes vital elements to this 
conversational alchemy. 
COMMUNITY EDUCATION: AN ACCESSIBLE OPPORTUNITY 
"getting together to co-construct a disability or a parenting story has been 
exceedingly difficult for those living the disability experience, because of social 
and geographical segregation, transportation difficulties and time constraints" 
(Avery, 1999, pi 17) 
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Difficulties in accessibility to mutual support and fransformative opportunities can be 
overcome in community-based groups, for both physical reasons such as location and 
child care, and because of thefr philosophy and practice. A group offered in a 
community cenfre, neighbourhood house, or similar site as part of a community 
education program, is a response to the expressed or perceived needs of the community 
m which it is located. Commonly it has a geographic community base, and therefore is 
designed to be close to home and to foster connections that can be maintained, fri this 
case the specialised needs of the mothers cut across the local flavour of the group, 
because participants came from further afield as well as locally, which underscores thefr 
needs for contact but reduced the group's longer term options. A community education 
program commonly addresses other barriers to 'getting together' by offering affordable 
childcare. In this instance, it was not surprising that the childcare was significant for 
some participants, given the topic that brought the group together. The finite time-span 
and leaming focus of groups in this kind of program also make them more accessible by 
indicating that the expectations of participants will be limited. Given that these groups 
are designed to resource marginalised sections of the community, who may afready feel 
overwhelmed by society's expectations, this feature seems especially important. The 
presence of only one facilitator implicitly suggests a limited professional gaze, and 
communicates to participants that 'experts' will not overly scmtinise them. Together 
these conditions create choices for participants in how they present themselves and their 
troubles. 
Along with this community setting also goes an assumption that participants are 
community members with much to offer each other, rather than clients with problems. 
Unlike some other support groups, here they select themselves into the groups without 
any professional gate-keeping. The choice of language in the group's pubhcity and 
preliminary information tells prospective members what common experiences and 
sfrengths they can expect to offer each other. It also uses particular discourses and so 
informs future participants what they will be entering, at least friitially. If those 
discourses are relatively open, multiple, and evoke positive identities, then participants 
will bring these into the group to display as their reason for being there, rather than a 
litany of deficits. They can also hope that there will be opportunities for them to 
experiment with new ways to name their experiences, without being negatively labelled. 
This underlying assumption of members having the skills and sfrengths to secure the 
resources they need provided these resources are available, is the host organisation's 
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critical contribution to providing a tmly developmental grounding for the group. I will 
now look at the participants' particular efforts to build on this grounding. 
THE PARTICIPANTS' CONTRIBUTION: AN AFFILIATIVE CLIMATE 
"Through dialogue people sometimes understand each other across difference 
without reversing perspectives or identifying with each other" (Young, 1997, 
p.39) 
Ordmary conversation requfres sophisticated moment-to-moment collaboration to 
sustain it. Community-based groups are special conversations that are maintained over 
extended periods of time, can be recommenced after breaks, and set out to achieve 
particular goals associated with a community education program. The degree of 
collaboration that this type of conversation requires is therefore heightened. The 
participants in this group demonsfrate this with thefr readiness to shift formats, topics, 
discourses and identities in order to show each other support. They put their experiences 
at each other's service in the form of second stories, giving each other interactional 
gifts. They carefully constmct conunonality using whatever identities and experiences 
are available. 
There is a level of interactional comfort and safety required in a group like this in order 
for its work to be done. Yet the leaming work of the group continually undermines this 
safety, so the maintenance of successfiil interaction requfres constant vigilance. The 
web of connection forms a safety net when differences are inevitably invoked. Different 
experiences are displayed in order to leam from each other, yet they can threaten 
harmony when they imply superior status (due to greater knowledge or heightened 
suffering for example), or challenge an unstable identity. The common identities are a 
home base that group members can retum to when the business of learning from 
differences is over. Members continually bring thefr conversational skills and goodwill 
to bear on this challenging task. Rather than insisting on a universal mutual 
identification, this analysis engages with one of feminism's perplexing questions by 
showing how closeness is achieved in the midst of difference. If the participants provide 
the affihative stmcture that only they can, the facilitator provides another essential 
foundation. 
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THE FACILITATOR'S CONTRIBUTION: AN EMPOWERING STRUCTURE 
"Institutional discourses are conditions of possibility (Foucault. 1977) within 
which interactants formulate and express their practical interests in the issues at 
hand. The vocabularies, concems and interactional practices that constitute 
institutional discourses may be assembled and articulated in a variety of ways to 
produce somewhat different forms of troubles talk, including different trouble-
definitions and remedies " (Silverman. 1997a, p. 189) 
Studying this group as an instance of institutional talk promotes a view of facihtation as 
settmg up conditions that favour certain types of talk. Having invited participants to 
voluntarily enter the contained but flexible space of the group, the facilitator has the 
responsibility to provide safety while encouraging risk-taking, and to hold the group 
securely while encouraging participants to 'run with it'. These confradictory dimensions 
are captured in the conversational model of group process presented in this thesis. There 
are some supporting elements of this style of facilitation that deserve highlighting and 
fiirther investigation. 
By providing a stmcture to ensure sharing of the scarce resource of conversational tums 
the facilitator removes the need to compete interactionally for tums and therefore 
presumably creates an environment where participants can be more at ease to explore 
the topics. By defining the topics the facilitator also paradoxically creates more space 
for conversations, because participants do not have to take the interactional risk of 
generating the topics themselves. The topics also importantly serve as background, or 
indeed as foreground, for voluntarily produced froubles. Troubles need to be 
volunteered to avoid a problem-focused client identity and to retain the developmental 
(rather than therapeutic) purpose of community education. Mandatory froubles-telling 
risks forcing a loss of interactive status on the teller who is rendered vuhierable to 
unwelcome advice or ascribed identities, or may slip into a superficial performance 
story mode to avoid this. Studies of ordinary conversation have found that troubles are 
also interactionally awkward to move out of unless there is some 'business as usual' to 
retum to, and the facilitator's given topics provide this. A key role for the facilitator is 
providing a suitable conversational space for froubles to be told, thereby displayfrig 
experience for others to leam from, and to be held in reserve as future language 
resources for the group. 
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The facihtators' choice of topics (see Appendix B4) that are not problem-focused, such 
as images of self, sfrengths, motherhood messages, support maps, and so on, is also 
unportant. This study has not focused on the content of the facilitation, but in analysing 
the processes of facilitation it became clear that the activities were most encouraging of 
fransformative talk when they used very open discourses that did not assume a 
particular type of experience. For example, in discussing support in one activity, it was 
not assumed that families, services, fiiends, or any other entities would be sources of 
support, and the resulting discussion included confessions of bitter disappointment in 
families, revelations of unexpected support from baby-sitters, and critical analyses of 
government policy. Similarly, by not assuming any particular disabihty discourse, the 
facilitator in this case allowed new mothers to express thefr naivety about 
'normalisation', and experienced mothers to express thefr dilemmas with it, without any 
loss of interactive status. A fixed discourse, even a critical or feminist one, assumes a 
stable identity for the participants (such as 'marginalised by disability', or 'oppressed 
mother'). Yet an identity like 'mother of a child with a disability' may not even be in 
place or preferred and acquiring such an identity is a delicate matter. Self-reconstitution 
is the process of adopting new identities, and can only happen when fluid movement 
between identities is possible. If social identities are constmcted from available 
discourses, topics and discourse identities as this study suggests, then these should be 
continually kept as open as interactive conventions allow. This openness allowed 
participants the agency to pursue their agendas and assist each other. 
Furthermore, the way in which a frouble is defined can itself become the issue, if the 
facilitator avoids seeking remedies for froubles and instead explores their contexts and 
discourses. The facilitator can use the counselling mode to do this with a participant, 
and in the process infroduce an extemahsmg discourse that re-defines froubles as 
socially not individually produced. Discourse itself can be analysed in the group if 
critical questions are asked and froubles are extemalised. This can lead to re-storying 
experiences in more positive empowering ways. Confrary to some models of feminist 
groupwork, it is argued here that an explicit gender analysis is not requfred for useful 
extemalisations to occur, if the public-private split becomes the object of 
deconstmction. 
These then are the contributions of the host organisation, the group participants and the 
facilitator, which allow the group to flourish. In this thesis I have described in detail the 
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achievements that result, and then set them into different frames of social citizenship 
and of group process. I will now summarise those collaborative achievements as 
expressions of interactive and discursive agency, respectively. 
INTERACTIVE AGENCY AND LEARNING 
"One must be able to feel that one's formulations, whether ultimately accepted 
or not. will at least be at first welcomed and listened to seriously by the others 
around one" (Shotter. 1993, p. 163) 
What can be said on any occasion depends on what interactive opportunities are 
provided to say it. This applied conversation analysis study has revealed interactive 
pattems that allow leaming about delicate matters to take place, because they also 
simultaneously provide support. Community-based women's groups combine the safety 
of support with the risk of leaming, making it possible for participants to choose, 
moment-to-moment, where they will position themselves. Respecting that each 
participant knows herself best, and yet is also seeking new ways of being in a world that 
disadvantages her, the group process threads its way between appreciating her agency 
and identifying her consfraints. Poststmctural understandings now enable us to see how 
this confradiction is possible. Participants can choose between identities, but only those 
that other participants also support. They can choose and constmct altemative 
discourses, if they have sufficient interactive agency to influence other participants and 
the facilitator to accept that discourse. They can re-story experiences if others contribute 
fresh plots. They can reconstitute themselves, but at the same time they are constituted 
by the social relations that surround them, including the micro social processes of the 
group, over which the facilitator has considerable, but not by any means full control. 
Leaming is a predominant activity in this group, but to occur with maximum personal 
agency for the leamer, there need to be choices in how she learns. Hearing other's 
experiences and froubles enables leamfrig without exposing one's own vuhierabilities, 
and is especially important for less experienced members in this group. This also allows 
for differences in experience to be a resource for leaming, without tiiem highlighting 
status differences. More active leaming options are also available, including telling of 
one's own troubles, reflecting on them over time, retuming to previous topics and re-
storying experiences, and actively seeking advice. These require interactive initiative in 
shifting discourse identities, topics or discourses. Not only are participants there to leam 
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for themselves, but they are also there for each other's learning. Yet they are exfremely 
sensitive to causing each other loss of interactive agency by making another the object 
of thefr own teaching. They therefore find inventive ways to display thefr own 
experiences, such as through stories, so that others can leam from them vicariously, and 
these are highlighted in the next section. 
DISCURSrVE AGENCY AND CHANGE 
"It is the process of collective self-reflection and analysis which leads to a 
broader understanding of the political, from which women can construct their 
own personal meanings" (Butler & Wintram, 1991, p.8) 
If sufficient interactive agency is available, it becomes possible to begin the work of 
resisting old discourses and forging new ones. Re-storying and self-reconstitution 
through discourses are hailed as liberatory possibilities in a poststmctural age, but the 
field is still wide open for data-based studies of thefr actual operations. This project, in 
its very local way, has produced some new descriptions of such fransformative talk. 
Experience of great frauma and loss initially produces inchoate expression because it 
does not yet have a discourse. The quest to move through this 'chaos narrative' to one 
of fransformation has been identified by scholars in other areas and by mothers of 
children with a disability themselves. It is observable in moments in this group, when a 
participant finds a discourse with which to voice what has been unspeakable. This is not 
a solution to a problem but a way of moving out of its range onto another plane, where 
suffering endures but is redeemed by fransformation. The paradigm is one of narrative 
not of problem-solving. 
Perhaps the most unspeakable social secret is that having a child with a disability not 
only changes personal experience forever, but changes social experience in the same 
way. 'Coming out' as marginahsed is a shocking and subversive act for those who 
believed themselves included, and who have been suddenly rendered second-class 
citizens by a society that only really values productivity and normality. The 
predominantly middle-class nature of this group's members does not make them less 
worthy of study, as poststmcturalism helps us recognise that identities are multiple and 
therefore marginalisation can happen in many different ways. The mothers in this group 
who know they are marginalised by their child's disability gently lead mothers who do 
309 
not into this tmth, making the reality bearable only because 'they are still there to tell 
the tale' as one new mother reflected. Sometimes participants and facilitator avoided 
exposing social secrets such as thefr margfriahsation, if interactive affihation would be 
seriously threatened. Yet there is agency in naming the world as one experiences it, if 
that can be done m one's own tfrne and way. If this group was sometimes low-key, it 
was partly because participants' realities differed too much to push into the most 
disturbing reahties. The assumption here is not one of false-consciousness to be stripped 
away, but of multiple subject positions to be nurtured as the best hedge against 
marginalisation. 
In its somewhat awed scmtiny of conversational interactions, conversation analysis 
assumes considerable agency on the part of participants. This produces an account of 
this particular group as a site to assert one's own agency as a mother, and supports the 
poststmctural view that power is everywhere. The power to act on one's own behalf is 
exercised by the mothers as an antidote to a society that devalues them and thefr 
children. Agency is found wherever it can be: if it was not available in the original 
embodied experience, it can be reclaimed discursively or interactively in the telling of 
that experience. The consciousness-raising framework has given us a connection 
between the personal and the political, where froubles are extemahsed by re-naming 
without denying their personal impacts. CA adds to this analysis an appreciation of the 
participants' agency in maintaining the sophisticated and delicate group processes 
required to achieve this shift. This approach expands the concept of agency to include 
interactive agency and discursive resistance without denying the existence of consfraint: 
it identifies the ways that other group members and facihtators limit options in the 
group. It is neither deterministic nor naive about power, but by studying intimate social 
interactions rather than large-scale relations, suggests a way to understand the split 
consciousness of simultaneous regulation and resistance, in this case of mothers, in the 
making. 
Usfrig conversation analysis has also led to finding agency in unexpected places, like 
humour. Taking seriously all the participants' interactions revealed the liberatory intent 
of laughter in the group. The mothers of children with a disability stated thefr own need 
for positivity, but this did not mean jollity. Laughter may have sometimes been a 
momentary escape from the heavy matters being discussed, but it was also employed as 
a critical tool. Agency existed in using humour in tiie face of difficulty and mockery in 
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the face of oppression, fronic humour could challenge a dominant moral order as or 
more effectively than anger, because it brought a detached critical stance, not just a 
victim's complaint. A narrative of hope could replace one of despafr. By looking 
beyond the surface content or stereotype, to the interactive accomplishment discovered 
in data-based research, rich fields of human behaviour can be explored. The challenge is 
to find concepts that can span both talk-m-interaction and macro concems, concepts 
such as moral order, narrative, affihation and identity. 
Transformative talk can also be seen now as a communal not an individual effort. 
Placing themselves in service to each other, as common community members, group 
participants combed through their experiences, reinvented stories, and adroitly shifted 
identities to accommodate each other's needs. This challenges the paradigm of 
individualised problems and replaces it with one of sfrengths in community. Instead of 
being seen as a social burden, groups of people facing particular difficulties can be seen 
as offering remarkable contributions of social citizenship in such group participation. 
However there are also many times in this group when participants do not demonstrably 
hold confradictions or challenge the dominant oppressive language, when much more 
humble and even fundamentally conservative activities are taking place, such as giving 
reassurance, telling stories as performances, or colluding to side-step difficult issues. 
Perhaps the short time-span and the diversity of membership had a part to play in this, 
but respecting the agency of participants has led to appreciating that such ordinary 
conversation can also be important in supporting the more intense change-oriented talk. 
There are other features in this group, originating with the facilitator, that are more 
disturbing in a group focused on extemahsfrig rather than personalising difficulties. The 
intmsion of psychological discourses and the counselling mode of talk into an 
empowerment model reflects the competing paradigms m social work, and its inherent 
confradictions in resting squarely between individual and social world-views. However, 
poststmcturalism suggests accommodation if not resolution of this dilemma, by 
teaching us to be suspicious of overly smooth research narratives and unitary versions 
of reality. Using that opening, this research should be taken as an exploration of 
possibilities, and ground for further experiment, rather thpi a solution to the puzzle of 
what is community-based feminist groupwork. Havmg said that, the study nonetheless 
points towards some worthwhile practice, useful theory, and promising future language-
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based studies, whether of discourse, narrative, or interaction. Meanwhile there are ways 
in which the findings of this study might be used by group facilitators. 
NURTURING GROUPWORK PRACTICE 
"Becoming a human subject involves discourses and practices in which the 
interplay between subjects, their mutual dependence on each other... are the 
means by which identities are formed. " (Leonard, 1997, p.59) 
Facilitators and organisations providing an auspice to community-based groups need to 
pay attention to the discourses they invoke in their positioning of groups, conveying 
sufficient clarity to attract members with common experiences, but otherwise avoiding 
language that assumes strong identities, stances or discourses. Community-based 
services implicitly provide a normalising worldview. In particular, lower status 
identities like 'client' will not be invoked if the community education setting is used, 
and if the paradigm is leaming from each other's sfrengths rather than problem-solving 
or therapy. Similarly, once the group commences, the facilitator can direct their own 
talk to favour open discourses and multiple identities. 
At the same time, the choice of topics and activities can carefully open up critical, 
feminist or poststmctural discourses, so that new language resources are introduced to 
the group. For example, deconstmction exercises can identify social practices of 
marginalisation, creative exercises can tap non-cognitive knowledge, and strengths 
exercises can re-story traumatic experience positively. This formal stmcture of topics 
and exercises can also be chosen to implicitly encourage displays of troubles in 
conditions of maximum agency, that is, where participants can choose whether, when 
and how to be a troubles teller. 
The facilitator can understand the group as a collaborative conversational event, and 
therefore as a balance between member-based £ind facilitator-based talk, which her role 
is to oversee. Understanding the conversational model of group process she can discem 
when to introduce, withhold or retrieve her own initiative. She uses her direction to 
create a safe place for risk-taking, but the risks are the participants'. The participants' 
agency and achievements in intermpting the formal format become more apparent when 
seen as conversation. Facilitation can foster movement into reconstitutive conversations 
while appreciating the dominant part that the participants' agency plays in this. The 
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facilitator's role is to ensure that froubles are displayed without loss of participants' 
interactional agency and without erosion of the safe ground that has been estabhshed. 
She can also encourage group members' resistance to dominant social and moral 
versions of what it is to be a mother of a child with a disability, or indeed any 
marginalised identity. Otherwise she steps back so that participants can do the majority 
of the affiliative, mutually educative, and fransformative work. 
Rather than seeing a support and leaming group's achievements as purely personal, the 
facilitator can appreciate participants' contributions and risk-taking as expressions of 
social citizenship. She can make these links for the participants, explicitly valuing thefr 
actions that have previously been rendered invisible and/or without particular merit. 
Furthermore, seemg such group achievements as forms of social citizenship may be 
useful not just to group facilitators, but also to feminist theorists. 
THE BROADER LANDSCAPE: FEMINIST SOCL4L CITIZENSHIP 
"Once the right to vote was won, women's individual citizenship rights and the 
right to recognition of the women's social contribution through motherhood 
continued to be major themes in women's citizenship struggles" (Weeks, 1996, 
p.75) 
This language-based study illuminates a tiny but significant world through the use of 
CA. It can also offer a new way to view women's experiences on the broader plain by 
shifting focus from the ffrst order analysis of CA to a higher-order analysis of social 
relations, in this instance social citizenship. This study has been able to show women 
expressing their social citizenship ui leaming the work of mothering, expanding 
identities and discourses, and caring for themselves and each other. This adds support to 
the argument for usfrig 'social citizenship' as a lever to deconstmct the pubhc-private 
split. 
Each of the observations made about social citizenship in this study also makes a 
contribution to an important current fenunist project. When group members use 
differences to increase rather than undermine understanding, they indicate possibilities 
for the debates over identity and difference. When as mothers of children with a 
disabihty, they tentatively voice new discourses for thefr suppressed experiences they 
invite comparisons with other marginalised people stmggling to create altemative 
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discourses. In shifting thefr identities m service to each other's needs they demonstrate 
at a fine-grained level the processes of multiple identity constmction. In caring for thefr 
children by seeking out higher quality mformation, they show that caring is multi-
faceted, cognitive and interactive, and neglected as an area of study, fri re-constituting 
themselves with more agency they open a window on the most important questions of 
all for feminist theorists and liberatory practitioners. 
The jury is still out on the leverage provided to feminists by the concept of 'social 
citizenship' and it may indeed be sfretchuig the emancipatory imphcations of talk too 
far, as the group's talk is also frequently conservative in its functions. However, one of 
patriarchy's dualities sets talk against action, and we have been inclined to overlook the 
study of moments when talk can be tmly radical. Poststmctural analysis shows how talk 
IS action and opens the way to discovering both its consfraining and agential properties. 
If talk can be emancipatory, then conversation analysis might assist social workers to 
make their practice more so. I will now tum to this question specifically. 
LOOKING AT THE LENS: APPLIED CA IN SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 
"To the extent that we have learned about such interactional phenomena as 
diversity, conflict, domination, troubles and problems...it is because we have 
propositions about systems of vernacular talk, turn-taking, troubles-telling, 
commonsense knowledge, conversational sequencing, rhetoric and so on." 
(Maynard, 1988p.326) 
Social work is largely a series of 'talking interventions', as indeed is the major feminist 
practice of'consciousness-raising'. Concenfration on language as constitutive of reality 
has opened up new possibilities for language-based studies of social work practice, 
especially narrative and discourses. This type of research is very useful for 
deconstmcting talk that is either predominantly stories, in the case of narrative, or 
occurs in a context of obvious social confrol, in the case of discourse analysis. However, 
sites where the interactions themselves are of interest requfre a different method, but 
one similarly consistent with an interest in social relations rather than psychological 
processes. For this reason conversation analysis, a sociology of interaction, was chosen 
for this study rather than a group dynamics or social psychology framework. It was also 
an opportunity to trial a method virtually unknown in social work research. CA has 
provided not just a rigorous method of analysis but also a set of analytic tools drawn 
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from estabhshed theory, which open up new metaphors for feminist groupwork practice. 
'Troubles' are distinct from and sometimes a better description than 'problems'; 
'agreement' can actually mean disagreement if it is 'weak'; 'advice' becomes of interest 
in the ways it is resisted; 'tum-taking' offers a way to see participation as the allocation 
of the scarce resource of tums; and 'frony' illuminates moral claims about an 
unsatisfactory world. Furthermore, CA can incorporate elements of both narrative and 
discourse analysis, as this study has done. 'Stories' are analysed not simply as accounts 
of events, for example, but as demonsfrations of goodwill, claims for status, or gentle 
instmction. 'Discourse' can also be examined as part of the interaction, where in this 
group it plays a vital role in constmcting identities and shifting to a more detached, 
critical stance on personal experiences. These and many other analytic tools are at the 
disposal of the research appljdng CA to a practice context, fri this study CA has been 
used to investigate the 'professional stocks of interactional knowledge' relating to 
consciousness-raising groups (Perakyla & Vehvilfinen, 2003). 
When detailed understandings of what is happening are built up, it becomes possible to 
approach the bigger questions of emancipatory social theory and propose why it might 
be happening. However, it must be acknowledged that CA is not necessarily a practical 
method for researcher-practitioners as it involves becoming sufficiently familiar with 
this very large body of knowledge so as to be able to draw appropriately from it. Its 
highly detailed franscriptions and close-up analysis also hmit the amount of data that 
can be handled in any one study. Furthermore, the less formal and stmctured the 
institiitional setting, the more variations exist in the talk and the harder it is to be 
definitive. 
Nonetheless there is great promise in CA if it can be harnessed and focused. There are 
several specific possibilities to achieve this. Ffrstly, institutional ethnographies combine 
ethnographic data with discourse and conversation analyses of different data from the 
same site, or social process, for example by following the frail of a decision about a 
client through an organisation Such combmations of conversation analysis, narrative 
analysis and discourse analysis can be used provided the commonalities and differences 
are theoretically deaU with. Secondly, comparing talk fri similar but distfrict sites can 
yield information about how different interventions or contexts create different 
outcomes, and samphng talk over time ui the same site might also show change 
outcomes. Finally, joint projects between practitioners and researchers could provide 
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each with what they need: access to high quality data for the researcher and access to 
methodological and analytic expertise for the practitioner. If these avenues can be 
pursued in other groupwork sites, a picture of this domain can slowly be built up. 
There are two further ways in which conversation analysis can make a contribution. 
Ffrstly, there is a need for research methods that show how daily hves are constituted 
by, and in tum might come to constitute, broader social relations. Conversation analysis 
offers a relatively new lens through which to examine broader social relations. As its 
body of research grows it is providing sociological building blocks of knowledge to 
better understand diversity, agency, resistance, services, and social problems. As the 
preceding summary of social citizenship and talk in the group shows, CA has the 
potential to link the self with social stmcture, and to link discourses with identity 
constmction. 
Secondly, CA prefigured poststmcturalism in seeing language as constituting social 
relations, and in reflexive methods for including oneself in the data. This is especially 
interesting to practitioners concemed to limit thefr own contributions to oppression. 
This study is an instance of reflective practice using CA to provide the detailed data 
about practice that is the starting point for reflective research. The reflective approach 
which aims to inductively "draw theories directly out of peoples' practice experience" 
(Fook, 1996, p.xiii) has helped me to articulate and expand upon my imphcit practice 
framework. It has made me more aware of my own limitations in terms of emancipatory 
practice and of contradictions in my facilitation. For other facilitators, it has produced 
understandings that in some ways support the espoused theory of 'consciousness-raising 
groups', but in some ways challenge it. However, these ideas remain tentative 
propositions until others, both facilitators and participants, agree that it tmly describes 
their experience of such groups. This is a task for further research. 
SOWING SEEDS 
"New issues are being raised regarding linkages between classic and 
contemporary questions of social order, between ostensibly micro- and macro-
level concerns. New analytic resources are developing to explicate more fully 
the roles of discourse, conversational structure, and the content and context of 
interactional exchanges" (Holstein & Gubrium, 1994,p.270) 
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The final task here is to indicate fruitful areas for future research and in such a neglected 
area there are many. This study addresses itself to knowledge questions in groupwork, 
social work and feminist practice, and theories about mothering. While this study has 
scanned a wide theoretical horizon, it has been anchored to only a tiny patch of 
groupwork practice. Its ambitions will only be properly realised when further studies 
map other p£irts of the terrain. The interplay of agency and consfraint fri groups, and 
especially the facilitator's contributions to this dynamic, have been given a novel 
framework here, but further investigations into the precise conditions for personal 
agency in women's groups are needed if this is to be sustained. I have proposed a 
conversational model of groupwork but its relevance to other sites also remains to be 
tested, including in more 'traditional' social work practice where leaming and support 
are needed (for example see Thomson & Thorpe, 2004). Further studies could 
investigate how these pattems of talk appear in other types of groups, indeed in other 
instances of community-based feminist groupwork. 
Gaps between theory and practice in social work, including groupwork, will be lessened 
with more practice-based reflective research that seeks to express the knowledge 
implicit in practice. There are important concepts for both social work practice and 
feminist theory that can only be studied by close scmtiny of lived experience, concepts 
such as agency, constraint, identity and difference. The discoveries made here about 
how identities are constmcted, remade and shifted through the interplay of discourses, 
topics and discourse identities, could be applied in other settings. Further studies could 
extend the preliminary proposals about how difference is managed by studying other 
sites where it is evoked without undermining collaborative identity politics. Such 
endeavours could address gaps between theory and practice that exist not only in social 
work, but also in feminism. Theory, practice, and a connection between the two are 
needed: "a political agenda must consider the interpretive activity that is carried out by 
women... in their everyday life context", feminists argue (Everingham, 1994, p. 135). 
Everyday experiences of mothering and disability have been the life context chosen for 
this research, and these deserve far more attention. A great deal remains to be known 
about mothering work in its many everyday manifestations. Pursuing the metaphor of 
social citizenship might guide our thinking towards respectful descriptions of mothering 
that include multiple sites of agency, and challenge the assumptions that relegate it to 
the undervalued private sphere. It does indeed seem that studying marginalised mothers 
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adds to our understandmg of mothering m general, but exploration of the reahties of 
mothers of children with a disability also demand study in thefr own right. In particular, 
studies of thefr agency in the face of consfrafrit, placing them as the subjects, will 
challenge the dommant limitfrig discourses. 
One of this study's purposes was to investigate the usefuhiess of the CA method to 
social work practice research, and both some relevant analytic tools and theoretical 
congmence have been uncovered. There is also untyped potential for social work 
research in the conversation analysis knowledge not touched on here, such as 
membership category analysis. CA provides analytic tools that can identify the 
mteractional achievements that constmct local contexts and therefore show how those 
contexts can be more liberatory. Such knowledge of micro actions is important for 
policy makers in determining the shape of services. It also simultaneously addresses 
theoretical questions about social relations. 
This study adds something to our understanding of how self-reconstitution is possible 
through discourse, of how mothers leam to mother and how they contribute socially, 
how marginalised people might create thefr own voice, and how groupwork can support 
these emancipatory pursuits. It extends our knowledge of community-based women's 
groups by providing a data-based analysis of one group's interaction that supplements 
the existing narrative and phenomenological descriptions of this type of feminist 
groupwork. Whether as social workers, community educators or feminists, we need to 
continue to take seriously the power of talk to change lives, not just through discourses 
and stories, but also through the interactions that give expression to those discourses and 
stories. 
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Ithaea HaIl cor Enoggera & Kennedy.
Tce is now available for use by groupS at
affordabl~ rates. Please contact the
Commumty Centre on 3366 7836 fo
information.
Rainbow Carnival. the annual fetet
the Rainworth State School will be held at-
Norman Buchan Park on Sunday the 30th
August from lOam to 3pm. ' ' ;
Trivial. ParsaitMgbtorganisedby'"
Petrie Terrace State School Will be held!
the 29th August. Bookings ({) Ga!l339513lt
or Lisa 3371 0121. '
Nursing Mothers Bardon' ...
The Gap provide support and infoJ:Ill3tDi
on breastfeeding and parenting. Great waym
meet other mothers in the area. To contact
Bardon (() Nancy on 3354 3498 and The~
«) Lindy on 3366 1952 .:.
Playgroups are held in the childcare area'
at the Community Centre on Fridays and
Saturdays. «) 33667836 for information.
Paddiagtou History Group will
meet at Ithaca Hall, cor 7
Enoggera & Kennedy -~. ' El
Tce9~30amonFriday ~
the 31st July & 4th
September. If you ,
have stories ,or ' ;~~~~
photographs you ,
would like to
contribute to a
book being
published by the -~~.""
group or would like to participate please f)
Karen Denham at the Centre on 3366 7836.
GrC6:U. Fair regular meetings are being
held to organise this annual event. If you
would like to be involved please ([) KarenDaIe
on 33667836.
Inner West Dome AssistJSeeare
is a government fund~projectwhich provides
advice and assistance with minor home
maintenance, modifications and security rot
people over 60,or those on a disabilitypensioo,
within ow: ,geographical boundaries. Free
smoke alann for each new client (() 3366 3066~
to see if you are eligible for assis~ce..
Green Corner CommuDlty
Garden cor Jubilee Tce & WaterWOtksRd
has plot sites available, working bees,
interesting workshops, chooks, pon~, wo!Ill
farm, a cob oven, barbecue and meetlDg area.
Drop in and have a look around or ([) LoU on
33667836 for a chat about the garden. tb
Bookehat Group meets once a man
at the Ashgrove Library to discuss what books
are currently being read and enjoyed. If)~a :
on 3300 6451 for details. All welcome.
.these inspirIng and heartfelt stories. To
purchase a bookIet tel~phorie Unicare on
33661907.
RED HILL PADDINGTON COMMUNITY CENTR~
-180 Jubilee Tee. Bardon Q 4065 Phone (07) 3366 7836 Fax (07) 3366 7845
DisabilityAccess Week will be celebrated from the 19th'~0 the 25th ofJuly to raise awareness
of the needs and achievements ofpeople with a disability living in our communitY. one in
five Queenslanders has a disability ofsome kind and those people oft~nexperience bairiers
to accessing recreation, employment, educational opportunities and transport. The theme
for the week "Together We Make a Difference" reflects the positive achievements which
can be made ~~n everyone in the community works together for change. Activities to
celebrate the w~k will be staged throughout Queensland so look out for details in th~
,'. '
local media. '
Local group, the Friends ofIthaca Library Inc., aim to establish literature focused activities
at the newly renovated Ithaca Hall. They recently launched their new program of children's
activities and will conduct regular sessions on Thursdays 9am -12 noon and Sundays
from 2pm-5pm. The program will include a book swap, reading and activities for pre-
schoolers, For further information contact FOIL on 3369 8151.
Ashgrove Unicare, Hands on Art and the
Community Centre conducted a series of
storytelling workshops with local parents,
families and people with disabilities which
has been collated into a booklet 'Stories
From The Heart - Living on Disability
Street'. Thanks to funding receiyed from a
Community Benefit Gaming Fund Grant and
the Qld Council of Carers the stories have
been recorded and will be on display on the
new pillboard at the Green Corner, Cnr
Jubilee Tce and Waterworks Rd, Ashgtove.
Next time you are passing call in and read
Garfleus NCeflcfl
The Littlc Libra.ey at Ithaea Uall
The Centre's Hours Mon-Fri lOam-3pm
HOW TO Fm-ro US
-~ ---~- . - ._--- -- - ._. - _.. ---
o ~ COOPERS CAMP RD.
WOMANLY VIRTUES AND OLD WIVES' TALES 
May/June 1998, Red Hill Paddington Community Centre 
EVALUATION 
Please give me any feedback you can about the group. Positive and negative, large events or 
small details: it is all valuable to me in improving these courses as well as in designing my 
research. 
To jog your memories, the 4 sessions were: 
1. Introduction and 'our many selves' 
2. Our female heritage: what we leamt from mothers/grandmothers/older women 
3. Womanly virtues and our strengths (in motherhood and other roles) 
4. Lovers, partners and friends: our 'support map' 
A. Think back to your goals or hopes in coming to this course. Which of them (if any) did 
you achieve in the group? (Please continue over the page if you need more space) 
B. Thinking about the course as a whole and individual sessions and activities, what did you 
personally get most out of? 
C. What did you get least out of? 
D. As a result of participating in this group, has anything changed in the following aspects 
of your life (including small changes): 
1. Your thoughts and feeelings about yourself? 
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Community Garden
em Jubilee Tee & Waterworks Rd
Creating a Backyard Food Forest
Ahands on gardening course coveringbasic principies of
Permaculture and organic gardening. We will create a
food forest at the Green Comer from scratch. You will
learn essentia1infonDatio~' ~bo~tbuilding go~d soii,
propagation, companion plantini, pest management and
design ideas for the smanest ofproperties~
When: Tues 18th August 9.30-11.30 for 4 wks
Cost: $36/$24 concession
Bookings: <t> 3366 7836
Garden Design and Planning
This 3 week course covers general principles of garden
4esign and the development of a plan for your 'specific
site. The course also covers suggestions on edging,paving,
screening and core plantings. A great opportunity to do it
yourselfwitb the help ofan experience~gardener,
When: , Thtirs 20th & 27th August 9.30-12 noon
, ". . . ~
Cost: $24/$18 concession
Bookings: 1lJ3366 7836
Practical Pruning Tips
Informative workshop demonstrating techniques for
pruning edJ.ble and decorative folliage inclu~l.ing trees,
shrubs, and flowering plants to encourage healthy
regrowth and good shaping. Bring y~ur secateurs for
sharpening and learn. the tricks ofthe trade!
When:' Thur3OthJul;9.30~lj.30
Cost: $7/$5 concess~on
Bookings: <t> 3366 7836
Mandala Garden Workshop
This is a circular garden '
using a keyhole pattern to .
create beautiful shapes and
provide access to beds. :
Learn how to create this
design in your own garden,
including the selection of
pathway materials and
planting options. A chance
to learn by doing .so bring
your gloves and hat!
When: Sat 15th August
9.30-11.30
Cost $8/$6 concession
Bookings: (l) 3366 7836
Creative Ideas for Parenting Teenagers
This seminar will c~ver topics such as family
communication, conflict management and resolution to
give parents knowledge, skills and practical strategies to
use in your own particular family situation. Facilitated
by two experienced psychologists to be held at the Gap
State High School.
When: Thursday 23rd July 7.15-9.15pm for 4 wks
Cost: SIO in total
Bookings: (f) 33001057 or 33001822
After Sehool Art and Craft Classes
A new and exciting program of colourful activities for
young creative hearts.. Kids will play with color,
. movement, and sound to produce lively pieces of art,
incorporating sculpture, painting, mosaic etc. Heaps of
fun!
When: Wed 22nd&Thur23rdJuly 3.30-5pmfor-6 wks
Cost:. $421$30 concession
Bookings: <lJ 3366 7836 _.
Ante Natal Yoga &. Relaxation
All pregnantwomen welcome to this cla,ss ledby qualified
Yoga instructor Angela ~uris. This Class focuses ,on
gentle breathing, stretching and relaxation. Helpful in
preparing for birth and will assist in· centering and
emotio al balancing.
When: Fridays from 17th July 10-.11.30am for 8wks
Cost: $64/$54 concession
Bookings: (l) Angela 3369 3109
Thursday 6.30am-7.30 pm
Tuesday 9.15-10.15
Cost: $7.50 per class. $5 concession.
Inquiries: (f) Emma 33665550
KangFa&.Tai'Chi~
Yee Chuan (Mind BoxingStylet~~ '\
Jonathan Murphy has been te. >- • S\¥J"e\
of Kung Fu for over 13 yeclr . de~)
defence, meditation,breathing' 'I , Itness
and flexibility. Ages 14 and oJ~ , >p-~J
When:. Every ThursdayfrO~~1-J'(j-1{3~m
Inquiries: <t> 32682142 or 04148~
P1\RM'TS & CHILDRE1~
Women's A Capella
Explore a variety of musical styles and experience the
enjoymentofgroupmusic m8king, using only. voices.' This
popularcourse is suitable for all who enjoy singiDg. Music
ranges from the Renaissance to classical to simple jazz
and popuiar styles.
When: Every Wednesday 7.30-9pm
Cost: $7/$5 concession
Bookings: <t> Chris on 337i 7654
Women's Bookelub '
This is a great opportunity
to take part in some
stimulating, lively
discussion and have an
introduction to new
ideas and literature. ,L--pp-----__.,...",...
Meets 4thTuesday
ofeachmonth from
7.30-9.3Opm. Each meeting the group nominates a book
for the following month.
Cost: $7/$5 concession per session
Bookings: <t> 3366 7836
Creaiive Needlework
Chris West has trained at the Royal School ofNeedlework
iIi London and is offering a 6 week-evening claSs where'
youcanI~ how to createbeautiful oldworldneedlework
crafts. Chris also leads aweekly daytime class where you
canleam new skills andplay withyour ideas in an informal
and friendly atmosphere,
When: Monday 20th July7.30-9.30 for 6 wks
Every WednesdayI2.30-2.3Opm
Cost: $36/$24 con or $6/$4 can wkly class
Bookings: .(() 33,66 7836
Singing Together ,
Would you like to be apart of a really informai friendly
singing group? Carfa is looking for unknown friends who
would like to sing in an accepting atmosphere just for
pleasure and fun. You dpn't need to have a 'good' voice
to come along andjoin in. We plan to meet once a month
during the day. All welcome!
Enquiries: (f) Carla 3300 6451
CREATnTE WORKSHOPS
Aerobics and Stretching
This is an Aerobic Dance Class with a difference using
simple routines suitable for any fitness lev l or age.
Includes gentle warm-up, cardiovascular workout with
high and low impact options and resistance floor work.
Taught by qualified fitness instructor Emma Wild. All
welcome·
When:
Understanding the ~efofTeenagers
Rev Dr. Sue Algate
All losses (through death, parental separation, moving
house, changing schools) cause a grief response. This
seminar will help you understand some of the ways that
, teenagers express their grief and how you can respond
helpfully to them.
When: Monday 3rd AUM97-9.30pm
Cost: Donation towards costs appreciated.
Bookings: ®3366 7836
:wareness 'DIrough Movement
ow, gentle, pleasurable movement classes developedby
Moche Feldenkrais. A simple yet profoundmethod to
~e up habitual patterns, creating increaSed fleXIbility and
[taIity.The instructors, Liz and Luz are authorizedATM
ju:hers. Free introduction night "Whatis Feldenkrais?"
ted July 22, 7.3Opm
~en: Wed 7.30-8.3Opm for 6 wks from 29 July
ost: $30/$18 concessionrookings: <t> Lliz3368 1504 or Liz 33()7 3001~manJy Vu-tDes and Old WIVes Tales
fthyLandvogt B. Soc. Wk. Grad. Dip. Ed.
women's discussion group and workshop reflecting on
IT per$Onal journeys as daughters, mothers or partners.
y uses creative andreflective actiVities to unfold the
.~s w~all have to tell. This is a wonderful opportunity
lacknowledge and share our common and unique
?eriencesas wpmen and look to the future with an
Tiched sense of self.
~en: Monday 27th July 7.30-9.30pm for 6 wks
1St: $20/$12 concession
",okings: <t> 3366 7836
irt Therapy - Mandala Workshop
, , ' with Diane Fowler
The Mandala (or circle) art therapy
technique is usedto Centre ourselves,
to explore and release emotions and
thoughts that are hindering
development of self expression and
. .,,' creativity in our lives, including
,.sonalrelationships, career or goal-setting. Drawing
l~erience is not required and all materials provided. '
n: Saturday 15thAugust 9am-4.30pm
t: $55/$35 concession
okings: <t> 3366 7836
atDrai Vision ImproveDlent
."
,e Janet Goodrich Method.
l '
Js workshop is based on well established ,methods
Jigned to improve your eyesight and reduce your:~Criptions step by step. Suitable for people who are
Itt or far sighted an~ have lazy, crossed or strained eyes.
uvenatiIlg relaxation techniques and vision games will
ngthen your visUal fitness. The instructor has 8 yrs
.erieii~ teaching NvI in Australia and Europe.
en:' .. ' Mo~&y 27th July 11 am-12.30pm for 6 wks
:. $70/$50 concession
bkingS: <t> T9blas 3217 6063 .
ga &. Relaxation
gela Piluris, BADip.Yoga, Dip MASS
~)GA means UNION, the experience of oneness and
lce with yoj1I' lnnerSelf. In Hatha YOGA this is done
entle stretching, creating flexibility in muscles and
~1ts, improving circulation and strengthening heart and
gs, You will practise deep breathing and relaxation.
~~g mat or blanket and pillow.
flli\en: Monday ~.15-10.30amWomen only
Monday 6.00-7.15pm MiXed: $80/$7010 weeks, $9/$8 casual
kings: <t> Angela 3369 3109
Im:~llvdanc;""d With Sharara
w ~
cover the delights ofthe .
~:ient exotic art of
lydancing with
tronDaley. Have ~"--
while (i
_ercising. .
t.ome agraceful sensual woman regardless of
size or level of fitness. Improve posture and gain
th benefits. Enjoy a sense of spiritual well-being.
fie indulge yourself in this fascinating, exciting,
~edance.n: Tuesday evening general and intel'JIlediate
Wed morning 10-11.30am
Wed Evening 6-7.l5pm beginners only
es: <t> Sharon 3369 0832 anytime
'WOMANLY VIRTUES AND OLD WIVES' TALES' 
Red Hill Paddington Community Centre, May - June 1998 
INFORMATION TO GIVE ALL WOMEN BOOKING FOR THIS COURSE 
The facilitator of this course, Kathy Landvogt, will be taping some of the sessions to use for her 
PhD research with the University of Queensland. Her research is on running women's groups. The 
taped material will b& kept in the strictest <;&nfidenGe. You wiU be asked to sign-a^form agreeing 
to the taping when you start the course. Otherwise the course will be run completely normally. 
Is that alright with you? Do you want more information? (refer to FURTHER INFORMATION 
below) 
FURTHER INFORMATION TO BE GIVEN ON REQUEST 
Kathy is an experienced and qualified social worker and adult educator. She is currently studying 
for her PhD with the School of Social Work and Social Policy, University of Queensland. Her 
research topic is the facilitation of women's groups and how it can encourage women to change 
their lives for the better. She will be taping some parts of the sessions so that she can study her 
own facilitation and the ways group members respond to it. In the research she is interested in 
how people tell their stories particularly. No personal or identifying information will be used and 
the tapes and any transcripts of them will be kept secure and confidential at all times and 
destroyed at the end of the project. If you would like any more information Kathy is happy for 
you to ring her at home (Ph. 33670958: please leave a message on the answering machine if no 
answer). 
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w(ymjfijyvMDy£s^fi3:> ojsb wjves'njjes 
The search for your own story goes on throughout life. As women we hear many fairytales and 
old wives' tales about how we could or should live. How do we find the wisdom in these and 
leave behind their victim roles, shallow characters and restrictive plots? 
^nid ^roujp id for women who want to trace their own ^toru, value ltd uniauene66, ckanae 
th£ old putti tluxi are not workina for tltem, and dtart a new chapter: 
We will be inspired by hearing the journeys of other womQn told in books, video, poems and talk 
with each other. These stories will help us to reflect on oiu- own needs and wishes as well as to 
see what is common in our experience. 
Group activities will be: 
lun and serious, 
creative and reflective, 
head and heart. 
The FOUR SESSIONS will be based around the roles o\ sister, daughter, mother and partner, 
and the stories which surround us in those roles [NOTE: Women are not expected to fill all these 
roles to participate in the group.] 
'nee DAUGHTERS, GRANDDAUGHTERS: "WLt 3 Lamt at m^ (franJ)motLr i L 
MOTHERS'. lAJomanlu virtues: do we want tltem. 
PARTNERS, WIVES, LOVERS: Old wives taLs of romance and JomesticU^ 
SISTERS, FRIENDS: VUoman to woman: nelnin^ op^elveS and nelMina. eacri otnet 
Facilitator Kathy Landvogt is a qualified and experienced social worker and adult educator with a passion 
for women's stories. She is currently doing research with the University of Queensland into the facilitation 
of women's groups. To assist witihi that research she will be aiidio-taping parts of the course [All taped 
material will be treated in the strictest confidence and more iijfoimation about this will be provided on 
booking]. 
WHEN: Tuesdays 7.30 - 9.30pm firom 19th May for 4 weeks 
COST: $20 ($12 concession) 
BOOKINGS: Red Hill Paddington Community Centre 
PHONE: 33667836 between 10am and 3j3jm Mon - Fri 
341 
WOMANLY VIRTUES AND OLD WIVES' TALES 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM (Pilot group) 
DEAR PARTICIPANTS, 
THANKYOU VERY MUCH FOR BEING A PART OF THIS STUDY: WITHOUT YOU, THIS 
PROJECT WOULD NOT GET OFF THE GROUND! I HOPE THE RESEARCH WILL 
CONTRIBUTE TO OUR UNDERSTANDING OF WOMEN'S GROUPS, HOW TO RUN 
THEM, AND WHAT THEY CAN MEAN IN WOMEN'S LFVES. 
PLEASE CAN YOU READ AND SIGN THE FOLLOWING STATEMENT TO SHOW THAT 
YOU AGREE TO BEING PART OF THIS RESEARCH PROJECT. 
THANKS AGAIN, WELCOME, AND ENJOY! 
KATHY LANDVOGT. 
"I have been given an information sheet and understand that the purpose of the research being 
done by Kathy Landvogt is to study the facilitation of women's groups and how it can encourage 
women to change their lives for the better. 
I understand that Kathy will be audio-taping parts of the course and that this material will be 
dealt with confidentially, with no identifying information about me being passed on, and the 
tapes and transcripts being kept secure. 
I understand that if I want to leave the group I can do so, with no effect on future involvement 
with the Red Hill Paddington Community Centre or any other groups Kathy may facilitate. 
I agree to these arrangements." 
Signed Date 
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PARTICIPANT-OBSERVER NOTES 
[See alsia outhne of group 'Womanly Virtues and Old Wives' Tales' ] 
Objectives of Pact Group 
1. To develop content and process suited to the group's topic and the research requu-ements, that 
is: 
* a consciousness-raising process 
* eliciting personal narratives 
* having sufficient whole group discussions to audiotape 
2. To trial having a participant-observer and develop a protocol for this 
3. To determine a suitable tool for participants' weekly evaluations of the group 
4. To determine how to successfully audiotape group discussions 
5. To trial and refine a method of narrative analysis 
6. To reflect on the match between research intentions and methodology and make changes as 
indicated 
Participant-observer role 
1. To give feedback to me on any of these objectives during de-briefing afterwards 
2. To participate in the group as a full and equal member 
3. To be open about observer role with other group members but not draw attention to it 
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WOMANLY VIRTUES AND OLD WIVES' TALES 
May/June 1998, Red Hill Paddington Community Centre 
EVALUATION 
Please give me any feedback you can about the group. Positive and negative, large events or 
small details: it is all valuable to me in improving these courses as well as in designing my 
research. 
To jog your memories, the 4 sessions were: 
1. Introduction and 'our many selves' 
2. Our female heritage: what we leamt from mothers/grandmothers/older women 
3. Womanly virtues and our strengths (in motherhood and other roles) 
4. Lovers, partners and friends: our 'support map' 
A. Think back to your goals or hopes in coming to this course. Which of them (if any) did 
you achieve in the group? (Please continue over the page if you need more space) 
B. Thinking about the course as a whole and individual sessions and activities, what did you 
personally get most out of? 
C. What did you get least out of? 
D. As a result of participating in this group, has anything changed in the following aspects 
of your life (including small changes): 
1. Your thoughts and feeelings about yourself? 
344 
2. Your awareness or views about women's lives in general? 
3. The way you do things, new things you haye done or things you have stopped 
doing? 
E. What do you think attracts women like you to this course and would attract more women 
to courses like this? 
F. Any other comments or suggestions (e.g. about course content, facilitation, location, etc)? 
Finally, would you be prepared to meet with me in the next few weeks to talk in more detail 
about the course? This would help me with the research side of this project as well as give you 
an opportunity to discuss anything you want to. It is quite alright to say 'no' to this request. 
Please fill out the following: 
"I am/am not available to meet with Kathy to talk further about this group" 
Signed Phone: 
Thank-you very much for you participation and feedback. Kathy Landvogt. 
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FfonI cover; MUN-MUN — 
Women's Business ' 
Women hove their own business to 
mointoin ihroughoul ihe Australian 
Indigenous community. Here we 
see the Womon ploced in the 
Universe. The recognisable symbol 
in the top left of the pointing is the 
productive ergons of o woman. 
The rings in the bottom left honcJ 
corrner are boro ring (sacred sites) 
from the Minjungbol oreo of North 
Eastern New South Wales. 
Bock cover: SuSAN HAWES 
I am woman ' 
Heretical 2001 acknowledges Ihe 
Irodilionol owners of this country 
ond thonks them for the grace with 
which they continue to ollow us to 
walk on It. We also sincerely 
thonk the artists tor the kind permis-
sion to use their artwork in this 
publicolion. And to Carmen, Sam, 
and Jenny - eterriol than_k5..-_yoij 
know whot you went through 
Hereditorial 
^ 
.Mun-Mun Motives: Indigenous Art Creations 
<^ ' ,©• '^^ 
Herstory of Women's Rights Area ,«^ /fs. | ^ , 
•<;&' ' ^ -iSp 
Wonnen's Collective #?• ^i 
•& *SS'" 
Sexisnn and Non-heterosexual People . . . 
A Defence of the Queer Men's Discussion Group 
A Response to A Defence of the Queer Men's Discussion Group 
.10 
.13 
.-15 
The White Flog of Truce: Who's J^esponsible For Reconciliation? . . . 1 6 
Perhaps I'm a Prude . _. . 19 
Money, Meat and Men: Feminism, Animals and. Capitalist Patriarchy V? .,^ 20 
Recommendation 339 . . . - . ^ 25 / ^ ^ " - -^^  
Comics by Al Healy & Jocelyn McBain + Poems •" - X " ^ 26 
'Russian Soldiers Fight Islamic Rebels' by Kate Morioko + Healing ~*". 29 
Bangladeshi Women Stepping Out of the Shadows of Injustice 30 
Sisters Inside ' 32 
Relationships .39 
Student Parents' Group and Family Room ^ 40 
News from New Zealand C -;''. \\.'.C.'- 41 
CEDAW ; ® . . . 42 
Rig-Veda @ . . . . . ^ _. .^  48 
Poeh-y by Liz '.-'.>-. .'r . •-.':-: 53 
The Ugly Side of Beauty ' : 54 
Eating Disorders: Realities and Resources 56 
Body Image 57 
Women and Mental Health 58 
Endomet"riosis f:./^:-^ . . ,^~. .60 
A Reflection of My Perception C^_. . ,'*:•. . . ,;'t'. 64 
Poetry of Anonymous f: j . . C.) . . •^ '.'. . .65 
Poetry by Charlene Smith , C^•;.• -'.•,-' 66 
Japanese Dykes : 68 
Painting 'Twisted Mind' by Jenny Wong 70 
Jellybean Jam 71 
Touched .' .72 
Homophobia and Heterophobio 73 
international Women's Day ^ j . ^^c^ ' '5 
Writers, Artists, Gypsies: The WAGS Group /r;.,^-, .T?^ ^t-x7>,,<!r»i,. . . . . , 76 
Get Mad and Complain! /:-". . . . ~ . .80 
'East Timor - A Fight for Freedom' by Kate Morioko + Poem by LKW 81 
The High Pitched Screen of A Woman: Strong Female Film and TV Icons 82 
Painting by Susan Hawes ; 83 
Women, Domestic '^'iolence and The Law 84 
Argument 89 
The Importance of Reclaim The Night ' @ . © w © 90 
Poetry by R. Kaye W 92 
Dolphin Drawing + A Haiku - •5as.-,^>;-ar J^- ' ^"^ 
Poetry by J. Faithe Duberchin <0WWW-^^ 94 
Reclaim The Night : 96 
Capitalism Patriarchy: A Common Oppressor! 98 
Can't Buy Me Liberation: Capit-alism, Corporations and Queer .100 
Grab a Chiko, Grab a Chick , 105 
Poetry by Candy Sandy , @ ^ @ ^ '^^ 
Poetry by Lyma Nguyen £ ^ Q 108 
Biblical InterpretaHon: A Postmodem Asian Woman's Perspective @ ^.- 110 
Portals and Multiple Realities: Defining Reality ©.Syl'iis? 112 
Access to Injustice 118 
Collage by Carmen Seoby 124 
Is Feminism For Me? '. 1 26 
NOWSA 2000: Choose Your Future .' .- . .1 29 
Racism .^ ^ 131 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit . . . 
Journey of Healing 
Microfinance: Turning Money Into Community Capital 
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.132 
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Feminist Alphabet 1 36 
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-Christine Mackay
-Writers, artists,'
.~: ..;-
A life of grey .
, Of dark'ness'
despair
Wishing
Dreaming
Of light
" '
, .... t • ~_
, ' ,
, "
348
fa
'.,;'" . -.-.
-Sandi
.7:.' .
.-.' '" .. ",
:.: . , -
.. ;' .. -
• . :,"".:-". ".~.. '.» !' ",
349;
fJ
. ". "-~ . ,'.:
".. ;'
Who was your momma before she was your momma?
'-
". .....
Time
..... .::- ....
.~ .,'
. '.,
t .
f~· . ::! I :~...
;rv1emory ..
I'
. -
:T.he woods: A Childho.od memory; ....."
:.
;Going down to ~he woods, wearing rubber boo!s and big jumpers. The dog 'running on ahead snfffing and boun~ing with
joy. Crunching through the leaves, dry and crisp. Jonathan, big kid, swinging on vines, jumping and whooping. T~asing
and exploring. Crispy cold. Sticks to lean on - explorers all. Looking for kingfishers at the stream. Sky darkening - going
~home for tea. ,Chocolate cup cakes. Paste sandwiches. "Bernie the bolt" - TV, warmth, flushed faces. Winter.
Smell
A smell of her Grandmother's living room, amongst the cushion wh I' h I' Gr ndm ther at and sewed. Her Grandma
didn't exactly smell like that it's just that everything around her did. Like when he looked through Grandma's things, or.
played with Grandma's ornaments; not th china ones, ~hildren weI' n't 1I0wed to touch thos ,but wooden on~s~and .,"
funny looking braided, wov n ones which w re I' ally mol' int resting. Ithough not cI anly pI' tty to a young child.
Perhaps it was a me" mad up f years and ye rs of touching nd h ndling. Stroking th mem'ori s of a life spent in so
many places and pursuing so m ny diff rent dr ms. ' " .'
" ...
3 0 -S'arah
Reading -•••'}: '.,;••-- /-'•:y':._'-'Z^.:]:C'K:/:^^K^ .•-^ •,,-.'.'• ^ /c^-V'-
Legs entwined. Rose lay on the bed with her daughter Kiel.The rain outside squally, the surf furious.; / ^ a ' ; ' -
They read together quietly, each engrossed in their own world.Nel at a school for wizards having fabulous adventures 
- growing courage. Rose in Dublin slowly healing from despair - growing herself, becoming a woman. ' 
Nel crashed out of the room shouting on her way to her next adventiire.vRose put down her book and dozed.. , , - .": 
, • ' • ' ' ' . • • / . . " . " ' • • ' ' • • ^ ^ 
-> -Christine Mackay'" 
>.* 
My epitaph (by mother of four sons who taught her survival skills) 
( f ' 
Here lies Sandi. 
A selfish soul, 
who wanted it all. 
Great house, 
overseas trips, 
maids. 
Materialistic to the core. 
She took the best dinner for herself 
and sat in the most comfortable chair in front of TV. 
She got to choose all the programs. 
She was also a celebrated wnter and film maker 
and will be long remembered tor her outstanding contribution 
to the feminist cause. 
'M 
-Sandi il\y, 
i 
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Our Goals 
Focus for ourselves as us 
Reflections: work it out, talk it out, share experiences 
Feeling comfortable in expressing our feelings 
Try new experiences 
Share information 
Share something tangible 
Networking 
Open to others and be welcoming but retain intimacy 
Evolve 
Increase/develop facilitation skills 
Look at a different topic each session 
Have enough structure but not too much: 
-WAGS Goals 
i 
I 
I 
I 
p] 
^ 
Bij5iaBjMa'gJa'a'gia'giaa'5Ja'aMEiiT3E^'^^ 
C-i' 
APPENDIX Bl: Data Group Advertisement 
APPENDDC B2: Biformation Sheet: 'Looking after ourselves, looking after otiliers' 
APPENDIX B3: Consent Form: 'Looking after ourselves, looking after others' 
APPENDIX B4: Outline of Group Activities 
APPENDIX B5: Data Groiq) Particq)ant Observer Role 
APPENDIX B6: Data Group Evaluation Sheet 
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RED HILL PADDINGTON COMMUNITY CENTRE 
180 Jubilee Tee. Bardon Q 4065 Phone (07) 3366 7836 Fax (07) 3366 7845 
LATROBE TERRACE SUBURBA^^ 
EUPROVEl^ IEICT PROJECT 
You have probably noticed some major 
roadworks happening along the top end 
of Latrobe Terrace. This is part of a street 
modernisation of Latrobe Terrace aiming 
to improve the street for motorists, cyclists 
and pedestrians. 
The primary objectives of the 
redevelopment and design of Latrobe 
Terrace are:-
0 improve the ability to safely cross in several locations 
promote the ability to cycle safely complimenting the 50km/h speed limit 
jeautification via the introduction of landscaping, colour and artistic elements 
he introduction of coloured road surface at the intersection of side streets to control traffic 
novement, minimise parking conflict, ensure safety for cyclists and to provide for a safer and 
nore pleasant pedestrian environment 
nclusion of seating and trees along Latrobe Terrace , *<;' 
; , ...: • For information please telephone Mark Crocker on 3403 2973. 
WOI^ IEA^  OF B R I S B A ] ^ - R a VV 
;al Adventure Women Program ( RAW ) is once again being offered by the Bnsbane City 
Duncil to assist you to try a range of exciting new outdoor adventure activities. RAW will 
ve women aged 16 years and over the chance to j otn others m a supportive group of enthusiastic 
;giEners all facing new challenges and exploring many opportimiries to form new groups and 
lendships in a non-competitive environment. 
le May - June program includes the following activities which vary in cost and are run on 
:ekdays and weekends. To pick up a RAW brochure with full details, drop into your local 
3uncil Ward Office or Library after April 22nd. 
omen on Water: 
rnoeing 
;ani to Fish 
;ani to Drive a 
leed Boat 
1 of Sailing 
img 
iringboard Diving 
ible Water Skiing 
)wing 
•am to Surf 
Women in the Wild: Women m t h Bounce: Women take Aim: 
Camel Riding 
Bush Walking 
Horse Riding 
Orienteering 
Abseiling 
High Ropes & 
Flying Fox 
Low Ropes 
Rock Climbing 
Badminton 
Table Teimis 
Croquet 
Women on WTieels: 
Go Kart Racing -
Rollerblading 
Motorbike Riding 
Wetlands Bicycle Tour 
Shooting 
Wing Chun King Fu 
Brisbane City 
le Centre's Hours Mon-Fri 10am-3pm 
HOW TO riND VS 
COOPERS CAMP RD. 
ASHGROVE 
I»ILTDLAKKS STUDIO 
POTTERT CLASSES 1 9 9 9 
MUDLARKING ^^^^iffig^^g^y for Pnmary aged 
students - Grades ;^ tpof i^^^^30pm 
NlGHTLARI^f 
and wheelwo; 
SiaT.4RKlN _ 
class for seconda^aaffl^^^fflra 
.ing handbuildmg 
0-9.00pm 
cam. A pottery 
4pm. 
<^  
® Lo;iis?^r3366 3379 
]!lfOTICES 
Y o u n g W i d o w s a n d W i d o w e r s 
S u p p o r t G r o u p o f B r i s b a n e is a 
non-denominational self-help group that meets 
on the 2nd Wednesday ofeach month at 7.30pm 
in the church on the comer of Kennedy Terrace 
and Lizzie Streets, Bardon. ® Carolyn 3300 
3897 or Yvonne 3372 2733 for enquiries. 
P a d d i n g t o n H i s t o r y G r o u p meets 
on the first Fnday ofeach month at Ithaca Hall, 
cm Enoggera & Kennedy Tee. If you would like 
to participate please ® Karen Denham at the 
Centre on 3366 7836. 
J u b i l e e T e r r a c e 
O c c a s i o n a l 
C h i l d c a r e operates 
Mon to Wed 9-2.30pm 
and Thur 9-12.30pm. 
Children up to age 6 can 
attend. Bookings are 
essential 7 days in 
advance. Cost $2-$3 
per hour. Volunteers 
most welcome. (©Tracy 
Coates on 3366 7836. 
P l a y g r o u p s are held in the childcare area 
at the Community Centre on Fridays and 
Saturdays. ©33667836 for information. 
I n n e r W e s t H o m e A s s i s t / S e c u r e 
is a government funded project which provides 
advice and assistance with minor home 
maintenance, modifications and security for 
people over 60, or those on a disability pension, 
within our geographical boundaries. Free smoke 
alarm for each new client. (£) Paul or Rachel on 
3366 3066 to see if you are eligible for assistance. 
Y o u n g S t r o k e S u p p o r t G r o u p 
meets at Ithaca Hall, cnr Enoggera & Kermedy 
Tee on 2nd Saturday ofeach month from 2-5pm. 
The group offers emotional and psychological 
support and companionship and is open to stroke 
sufferers, carers and other interested people. 
Please (() Tony on 3369 1609 for mformation. 
G r e e n C o r n e r C o m m u n i t y 
G a r d e n cnr Jubilee Tee & \\'aterworks Rd 
has plot sites available, working bees, mteresting 
workshops, chooks, 
ponds, worm 
farm, a cob 
o\'en, barbecue 
and meeting area. 
Drop m and havi 
look around or (j 
on 3366 7836 for a chat 
about the garden. 
'§ 
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HEALTH & WELL BEEVG 
Recovery fi-om Divorce & Separation 
A gentle, supportive self-help workshop aimed 
at helping in the recovery from the roller coaster 
ride of emotions and confusion associated with 
the painful experience of divorce and separation. 
Come and jom others in this 7-week workshop 
which helps you clear your mind and make your 
own decisions in a safe and caring environment. 
When: Thursday 29th April 7.30-9.30pm 
Cost; $85/$55 concession , 
childcare available upon request 
Bookings: ©Lou 3366 7836 
Enhanc ing Your Creativity 
Experiential workshop exploring and removing 
lunitations to creativity using art, psychodrama 
and kinesiology. Enjoyable and msightful. 
WTien: Apnl 24th & 25th 9.30-4pm 
Cost: $40 
Bookmgs: ©Lmda 3367 0437 
Eaqploring Your P u r p o s e & Goals 
. \n experiential workshop exploring the 
relationship of past decisions and goals to who 
you are today. Kinesology and art processes are 
used to realign values and clarify hfe purpose. 
\\Tnen: 29th & 30th May 9.30-4pm 
Cost: S40 
Bookmgs: ©Lmda 3367 0437 
Yoga & Relaxat ion 
. ^ge la Piluris, B. \ Dip. Yoga, Dip MASS 
YOGA means UNION, the experience of 
oneness and peace with your Inner Self. In 
Hatha YOGA this is done by gentle stretching, 
creating flexibility in muscles and joints, 
improving circulation and strengthening heart 
and lungs. You will practice deep breathing and 
relaxation. Bring mat or blanket and pillow. 
VtTien: Monday 9.15-10.30am Women only 
Monday 6.00-7.15pm Mixed 
Cost: $80/$70 10 weeks, $9/$8 casual 
Bookings: © Angela 3369 3109 
Bcl lydanc ing With S h a r a r a 
Discover the delights of the ancient exotic art of 
Bcllydancing with Sharon Daley. Have fun while 
exercismg. Become a graceful sensual woman 
regardless of age, size or level of fitness. Improve 
posture and gain health benefits. Enjoy a sense 
of spiritual well-being. Come indulge yourself 
in this fascinating, exciting, feminine dance. 
When: Wed moming 10-11.3()ain 
Wed evening 6-7.15pm beginners 
Wed evening 7.30-8.45 mtcmicdiatc 
Inquiries: ® Sharon 3369 0832 anytime 
KungFu & Chi-Kung 
Yee-Chuan (Mind-Fist) is an internal style of Kung 
Fu including Clhinese' weaponry, self defense and 
philosophy. Chi-Kung develops energy using gentle, 
rhythmic exercises, breathing and xisuali.sation 
bnngiiig physical and mental relaxation. 
When: 'I'hursdays6,l 5-7.45pm al Ithaca Hall 
Cost: $35/S30 per month or $10/$8casual 
Inquiries: © 3846 2939 or 04 ] 4 818 707 
Eeldei ihrais Cla.ssc:s 
Light, gentle movements to expand your idea of 
flexibility, ability and joy in movement. 
Feldenkrais develops your awareness of movemcnl 
and self reliance, ^'ou are encouraged to bniig a 
sense of lun and curiosily to these classes. 
WOien: Wed 1.15pm or 6.1 5pin at Ithaca 
Hall from 14th April 
Cost: $45 for 6 classes or $ 10 per class 
Bookings: © Leslie 3369 51 30 
Quick Fix D i e t I!!! 
Promises - Promises ! 
Fact - 90-95% of aU dieting fails 
Unshackle yourself from the diet merry-go-round 
and still lose weight by re-leaming the Inmitive 
Eating ability with which you were bom. 
When: Thur 29th Apnl 7.30 - 9.30pm for 6 wks 
Cost: $ 145 for 7 week program 
Bookmgs: © Rosalind at Inmitive Eating 
3855 4155 
Drama & Improvisat ion 
If you are interested in participating 
in some hvely, fim and friendly 
classes that focus on self 
expression through drama 
and unprovisation then come 
along to this six week 
workshop facilitated by an 
experienced drama and 
theatresports teacher 
When: Tuesday 7.30-9.00pm from 4th May 
Cost: $40/$28 concession 
Bookings: © Lou on 33667836 
CREATHT) WORKSHOPS 
Life Drafting 
Geoff Ginn 
Drawing from the model for beginners and 
artworkers. Each session has a different focus 
and contributes to a cumulative development m 
seeing and drawing techniques. 
When: Mondays 6.30-8.30pm at Ithaca Hall 
Cost: $ 15/$ 12 concession or $ 110 for 8 
sessions 
Bookings: ©Geoff 3217 6119 or 3369 4156 
Womcn^s A C a p c U a 
Explore a variety of musical st \ ies and 
experience the enjoyment of group music 
making, using only voices. This popular course 
is suitable for all who enjoy singing classical to 
simple jazz and popular music. 
When: Wednesday 7.30-9pm from 14th.\pnl 
Cost: $63/$45concession for 9 wks 
Bookmgs: © Chris on 3371 7654 
Womcn^s B o o k c l u b 
This is a great opportunity to take part in some 
stimulating, hvely discussion and 
have an introduction to new ideas 
and literature. Meets 4th 
Tuesday of each month from 
7.30-9.30pm. Each meeting the 
group nominates a book for the 
following month. 
Cost: $7/$5 concession per session 
Bookings: ©3366 7836 
PARENTS & CHILDREN' 
l/4>«»kiug Af<cr D i i r s c l v c s 
l/<»«»ki(ig A f i c r IHI icr s 
Kalln [..andvogt B. Soc. Work, Grad.Dip.Fd. 
A workshop for mothers of children w ilh a 
disability. Amidst the pressures to caie for others 
Uiere is llic need to care also for your self. In a 
small supportive group oi people with both 
common and unique experiences, Kalh>' will guide 
you through activities that are fim and serious, 
creative and reflective, of the he;ul and the heart 
When: Mon lOlli Ma\ loi (>\\ks lOain 
l2noon at lil.Vvli Mall 
Cost: Donalmn for inoming le:\ 
Bookings: iiT) 330(i 7830 
After S c h o o l Sketching &Dra iiig 
Ages 8 and over 
These classes give children a chance to leam 
ways of seeing the world around them and 
expressing this on paper Children will explore 
themes using storytelling, discussion and found 
objects as models. 
WTien: Tues 27th April 3.30-5.00pm for 6 wks 
Cost: $42/$30 concession 
Bookmgs: ©3366 7836 
After S c h o o l D r a m a &. Inq>rovi$atioii 
Ages 8-12 
Creative drama classes are a fun way to leam 
while building self confidence, imagination, 
understanding and increasing social skills. A 
great opportunity for your child to leam more 
about themselves in a relaxed and informal 
setting. - • V 
When: Wed April 28th 3.30-4,30pm 
for 6 wks 
$36/$24 concession Cost: 
Bookmas: (? 3366 7836 
Posi t ive A c t i o n for 
Attent ion Deficit Disorder 
.A.. GreenB..^. .ALLA,Dip. Ed. 
.ADD ranges in behaviour from extreme 
hyperactivity and or impulsiveness to the quiet, 
dreamy child who lacks concentration to the adult 
who IS forgetful, disorganised, procrastinatmg 
and short fused. This taUc will provide you with 
up-to-date information and places to go for help. 
When: 
Cost: 
Bookinas: 
Wed 21st .April 9am-12noon 
. Tue ll thMay 7,30-9.30pm 
Ithaca Hall 
S5,'S3 concession 
^r 3366 7836 "• •' 
GREEI^ CORIVER 
Comraunit\' Garden 
Cnr .Tubilee Terrace & Waterworks Rd 
Create a Backyard Rainforest 
In this workshop you will leam how to create an 
ideal en\iromnent to grow rainforest plants for 
any size garden. This includes information on 
soil, mulching, fertilizing, plant species, water 
feamres and general layout and design. 
\Mien: Sat 8, 15, 22nd May 2.00-4.30pm 
Cost: S27,'$18concession 
Bookings: ©3366 ""836 
l*huit P r o p a g a t i o n 
l earn a range of simple techniques for 
propagating all tspies of garden plants. Find out 
how to gather seeds and strike flowers, herbs and 
shnibs from cuttings. This workshop will enable 
you to expand and beautif\- your g;irden without 
spending a fortune. 
\Mien: Fn 7 & 14th May 0.30-11.30am 
Cost: S15 'S10 concession 
Bookings: ©336(i' '836 
T o t t e d E l c r h s a n d 
l'U>wers 
I earn how to create beautiftil 
.nul inexpensive displays of 
tlowers and herbs in pots and 
hanging baskets. H;mds on 
experience m splitting herbs, 
handling seedlings and 
cuttings and incorporating 
stones, gum nuts etc. i^~ 
When: Fri 21 & 28th V. 
May'5.30-11.30am 
Cost: $ 15.'$ 10 concession 
Bookings: © 336(i 7836 
'LOOKING AFTER OURSELVES, LOOKING AFTER OTHERS' 
ABOUT THIS COURSE 
WHY THIS COURSE? 
Mothers of children with a disability have all the usual responsibihties of parenthood 
plus more. Amidst the pressures to care for others there is the need to care also for 
your self. 
WHA T IS THIS COURSE ABOUT? 
This is a course in: 
• exploring what we value in our lives and ourselves 
• discovering ways to juggle all the demands and look after ourselves as 
well as others 
• leaming from each others' stories of challenge, endurance and triumph 
• gaining skills and knowledge to take us into the future 
• directing our hves positively towards our life goals 
WHEN: Monday 17* May for 6 weeks (last 2 weeks can be arranged to avoid school 
hohdays) 10am- 12pm 
WHERE: Ithaca Hall, comer Enogerra Tee and Kennedy Tee. 
COST: Donation for moming tea 
CONTACT: Lou Todd, Red Hill Paddington Community Centre Ph.33667836 
WHAT IS THE RESEARCH PART OF THIS COURSE ABOUT AND WHAT 
DOES IT MEAN FOR ME? 
The facilitator of this course, Kathy Landvogt, will be taping the sessions to use for 
her PhD research with the School of Social Work and Social PoUcy, University of 
Queensland. Kathy is a qualified and experienced social worker and adult educator. 
Her research is on running women's groups in community settings. Your participation 
will help to provide valuable information about the best types of support that 
community centres can provide to women. 
The taped material will be kept in the strictest confidence. That means tiiat no 
personal or identifying information will be used and the tapes and transcripts of the 
tapes will be kept secure and confidential at all times. The University Ethics 
Committee has given approval for the research and ensures safeguards are in place. 
You will be asked to sign a form agreeing to tiie taping when you start tiie course. 
Kathy will also be asking if she can interview you about the course after it finishes, 
but this is optional. Otherwise, the course will be run completely normally. 
If you would hke any more infomiation Kathy is happy to be contacted. Please leave a 
message if no answer and she will ring you back: phone 33651841(work), or 
33670958 (home). 
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'LOOKING AFTER OURSELVES, LOOKING AFTER OTHERS' 
In a small supportive group of people with both common and unique experiences, 
Kathy will guide you through activities that are fun and serious, creative and 
reflective, of the head and the heart. 
PROGRAM 
WEEK 1 (if May): Getting to know our many selves (and each other) 
WEEK 2 (24 May): Strengths and stmggles (exploring our experiences) 
WEEK 3 (3f' May): Messages about mothers (the good, the bad and the ...) 
WEEK 4 (7 June): Destinations and journeys (big goals and small steps) 
BREAK 
WEEK 5 (date to be set): Support networks (making and mending the web) 
WEEK 6 (date to be set): Possibilities and preferences (where to from here?) 
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'LOOKING AFTER OURSELVES, LOOKING AFTER OTHERS' 
12/5/99 
Dear participants, 
Thank-you very much for being a part of this study. Without you, this project would 
not get off the ground! I hope the research will contribute to our understanding of 
women's groups, how to run them, and what they can mean in women's lives. Please 
can you read and sign the following statement to show that you know about and agree 
to be part of this research project. 
Thanks again, welcome and enjoy! 
Kathy Landvogt. 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
"I have been given an information sheet (entitied 'ABOUT THIS COURSE') and 
understand that the purpose of the research being done by Kathy Landvogt is to study 
women's groups and how they can be supportive in women's lives. 
I understand that Kathy will be audio-taping parts of the course and that this material 
will be dealt with confidentially, with no identifying information about me being 
passed on, and the tapes and transcripts being kept secure. 
I also understand that if I want to leave the group I can do so at any time with no 
effect on any future mvolvement with the Community Centre, other groups Kathy 
might facilitate, or any other services. 
Signed Date. 
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OUTLINE OF GROUP ACTrVITIES 
Each session was designed around a topic, usually with two main activities, 
supplementary ice-breakers, and a short evaluation. The activities were chosen to attend 
to the group's varying need for introductions, reconnections, deeper involvement, variety, 
and so on. Participants were given a program outlining the main topics at the outset. 
Session 1: Getting to know our many selves (and each other) 
• Introduction to course and facilitator 
• "My Hopes and Fears" (about the group) 
• Group Contract 
• "Our Many Selves" collage 
• Evaluation 
Session 2: Strengths and Stmggles (exploring our experiences) 
• Story Introductions: "What I had to do to get here today" 
• "My Sfrengths" using Sfrength Cards 
• Sfrengths and Stmggles Lifeline 
• Evaluation 
Session 3: Messages about Mothers (the good, the bad, and the...) 
• Group Brainstorm: Social expectations of mothers 
• Pairs Roleplay Interviews: "The dominant motherhood message in my life" 
• Mandorla: "The 'good' me and the 'whole' me and where they can overlap" 
• Evaluation 
Session 4: Destinations and Joumeys (big goals and small steps) 
• "Taking stock of where I am now" using Bears Cards (showing different feelings) 
• Goal-setting 
• Force-field analysis 
• Evaluation 
358 
THREE WEEK BREAK DUE TO SCHOOL HOLIDAYS 
Session 5: Support Networks (making and mending the web) 
• "The Web of Wool": Re-connecting 
• Support Maps and Gaps 
• Mothers' Manifesto (information you would like to pass on to other mothers in 
your situation) 
• Evaluation 
Session 6: Possibihties and Preferences (where to from here?) 
• Stages and Transitions 
• Exploring a time of fransition 
• Group Painting (closing exercise) 
• Evaluation 
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'LOOKING AFTER OURSELVES, LOOKING AFTER OTHERS' 
ROLE OF PARTICIPANT OBSERVER 
The role of a participant observer was trialed in the pilot group and found to be 
exfremely useful in managing the combined research and practice goals of the group. 
The contribution of the participant observer: 
1. Help with practicalities during the sessions such as reminding about taping, 
preparing moming tea, distributing materials 
2. Participate in the group as an ordinary member 
3. Be an exfra set of eyes and ears with an awareness about group process and 
intervene as needed in the group 
4. De-brief after the group, about both the practice and the research components 
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\jW\VERSAL EVALUATION SHEET 
"One Size Fits All" 
^\^\ clear intensive great diligent visionary safe satisfactory positive happy empowering pro 
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FACILITATOR'S INSTRUCTIONS FOR GROUP ACTIVITIES 
SESSION EXERCISE INSTRUCTION (Question) 
Session 1: 
Our many 
selves 
Hopes and 
fears 
(1:1) 
"How I'd like to start is- explore what you want to get 
from the group and any anxieties you have... hopes and 
fears... in relation to this group. Hopes will be shared in 
the group and fears will be shared anonymously" 
Confract 
(1:5) 
"with those things in mind ... can we draw up a group 
contract which allows people to realize their hopes and 
not their fears... is there someone who like writing?... so 
this is remembering the things people have expressed 
they want to get out of it and also the things they are 
afraid of... how can we ensure... ? Any ideas at all?" 
Images of self 
(1:9) 
"I'm going to put out a whole lot of images and our task 
is to choose some pictures that represent the different 
parts of ourselves... ((read 3 poems etc)) Those I've just 
chosen because they said something to me and they may 
not speak the same way to you, but (perhaps) about the 
contradictory parts of ourselves ? " 
Undervalued 
self 
(1:11) 
"So which was a neglected or undervalued... or some 
things are more... the part of you that perhaps gets least 
hearing in your present busy lives?" 
Session 2: 
Strengths 
and 
struggles 
My moming 
(2:1) 
"What I thought we 'd do to start off today is for each 
person say what they had to do to get here (this morning) 
and you can include as many details about your life as 
you like but at least one good thing" 
Random 
sfrengths 
(2:6) 
Lifeline 
(2:16) 
"Tliat kindof leads into what we're going to talk about 
today which is the strengths and the struggles that bring 
them out and I though well start with just a bit of a warm-
up... every one of these (cards) has got a different 
strength on the other side so... pick one randomly and 
just briefly tell us a time you used that strength" 
"Well we'll move on-1 thought um- we'll just take a little 
step back fi-om the present and take a slightly broader 
view.. and do a lifeline of your adult life... mapping the 
highs and lows and I guess in that there'll be struggles 
(and we're) particularly interested in trying to identijy the 
times when there was a struggle and then what the 
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Session 3: 
Messages 
about 
mothers 
Session 4: 
Destinations 
and 
journeys 
Session 5: 
Sfrengths 
stickers 
(2:26) 
Motherhood 
messages 
(3:1) 
Roleplays 
(3:9) 
Mandorlas: 
(3:17) 
Something 
for the whole 
you 
(3:20) 
Not analyzed 
as tape 
recording 
faulty 
Web: 
strengths were (that) came out ofthat?^ 
"OK so I've got stickers of these (strengths): want to 
choose one? ... You could choose one to describe you... 
you may like to choose one that you'd like more of as 
well" 
"I guess that's a bit what today's about- how you find 
your own inner self in the midst of motherhood... 
somehow there is this expectation that there is a proper 
way to be a mother, or a mother of a child with a 
disability... what are the messages you had from wherever 
- own family, society, partners, other mothers - about the 
proper way to be a mother, the expectations" 
"What I was wanting now that we've got a good list was 
for you to think about which of these are more 
particularly pressing in on you that you actually tell 
yourself... that you have taken on willingly or 
unwillingly... maybe we'll do a roleplay (now) and we'll 
do this in pairs... think of a person who gave you that 
message most clearly... I want you to just step into the 
shoes of that person and then your partner's going to 
interview you about... what you think and why you think 
that" 
"The answer is to hold both (the mother and non-mother 
parts of ourselves) somehow and that's why I've given you 
that diagram(of) a mandorla which is an ancient 
symbol... about the overlap between heaven and earth 
sortof thing or good and evil. But what I wanted to use it 
for was to look at the overlap between the good mother 
and the -1 don't want to call it the bad mother- " 
"So to finish up I wondered if it would be possible for you 
to think of one thing you could do to pay attention to the 
whole you, looking atyoicr diagram maybe reflecting on 
what you've put in that (mandorla shape made by the 
overlap between the 'good' and 'bad' mother) " 
"I guess the first thing I wanted to do is just a bit of a 
365 
Support 
networks 
Session 6: 
Possibilities 
and 
preferences 
(5:1) 
Support maps 
(5:10) 
Manifesto 
(5:18) 
Transitions 
(6:2) 
Painting 
stand up, a physical activity... hang onto that end (of the 
ball of wool)... and as you throw can you name- choose 
anybody... and as you throw tell that person how you feel 
connected to them. It may be that something they've said 
has triggered for you, or it may be that you've reacted or 
responded but there's some connection" 
A. "we're going to use this to map the supports- the 
important supports that you have in your life... to think 
about those in each of these areas (self family and 
friends, commimity, services, society). Just put all the 
positive things... what leaps out as your main supports... 
and which of the supports have changed with being a 
mother (or a mother of a child with a disability)... 
everyone's experience is different" 
B. "So that leads onto perhaps thinking about where 
there might be gaps or needs in the support map.. So I'd 
like to spend a few minutes to go back to it and have a 
look at the question 'where are the gaps? Or 'which areas 
are there, but not supportive enough?'" 
"Well maybe we can translate this into some um... some 
um I don't know, practical advice. I though we might do 
something like a manifesto here... about pieces of advice 
or information that you think would be most usefid for 
somebody who was, say, in your shoes you know 12 
months ago or whatever" 
A. (Explanation of idea of transitions and hand out sheet 
for drawing) 1 guess the idea is just um to draw your own 
(transition) diagram of your journey with your child, and 
I'm thinking specifically of your child who has the 
disability, to explore a particular time of change and 
transition so I am particularly interested in you trying to 
identify for yourself what happened So where were you 
before? What was the trigger event? Then what happened 
in terms of transition? Then where you think you are 
now. 
B. Look at all the Bears cards choose the card (from the 
'Bears' cards that each represent a different feeling) that 
best represents how you felt before, how you felt during, 
how you felt after and how you feel now." "Anyone who 
wants to start and tell your story using the cards to 
explain" 
"Wliat we want to do now is remember those stories you 
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(6:21) 
Appreciations 
and symbolic 
gifts 
(6:26) 
just told us (of transitions) and... find in your mind some 
symbol or diagram... that represents your journey or 
transition or some symbol you have for yourself to move 
you on positively and then we're going to draw with 
candles" 
"OK so if we finish by saying one thing we appreciate 
about being in the group and the other group members 
and one thing we wish everybody else to take away with 
them, it can be an imaginary gift" 
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APPENDIX D: Transcription Protocol 
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APPENDIX : TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS 
The fransciq)tioii notation used in this study is derived from the standard Je£fersonian 
transcitption, simplified to suit the level of the analysis in this applied CA and for greater 
accessibility to non-CA readers. Similar notation systems are used by Silverman (1997) 
and Gale (1991). 
SYMBOL MEANING 
(0.5) 
[ 
under 
CAPITAL 
? 
I 
> < 
(hh)(HH) 
( ) 
(word) 
(( )) 
Brief pause, too short to measure 
Pause in seconds 
Abnq)t cut-off of sound in progress 
No interval between turns (latching) 
Overlapping talk 
One or more colons indicate preceding sound is elongated 
Emphasis or stress via pitch or intonation 
Louder than surrounding talk 
Rising intonation 
Animated intonation 
Stopping &11 in tone 
Flat or slightiy rising tone 
Talk between * * is quieter than surrounding talk 
Talk between > < is quicker than surrounding talk 
Laughter or half-laughing out-breath 
Unable to transcribe 
Possible hearing 
Author's description rather than transcription 
Section of talk has been omitted 
bold Lines in transcript relevant to point made in text 
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APPENDIX El: 'Manifesto' 
APPENDIX £2: Publication of 'Manifesto' in Down Syndrome Association of 
Queensland newsletter and Down Syndrome Association of NSW newsletter 
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Stephanie Smith, 11, (pictured with her sisters, Micheiie and Joanna), and her drawing for 
a Christmas card competition which was one of seven statewide winners - see page 7 
7th world down syndrome congress 
23 - 26 march 2000 - Sydney australia Q 
Registration information from the secretariat: 
7th World Down Syndrome Congress Secretariat 
CI- ICMS Australasia Pty Ltd, GPO Box 2609 
Sydney NSW 2001 Australia 
Tel: (+612) 9241 1478 
Fax: (+612) 9251 3552 
Email: downs@icmsaust.com.au 
http://www.down-syndrome.aust.com/about.html 
31 O'Connell Street 
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Nth Parramatta NSW 1750 
Australia 
Telephone: 02 9683 4333 
Facsimile: 02 9683 4020 
Office hours: 9.13Tffln to 4.45 pm 
Monday to Friday 
REGISTERED BY PRINT POST 
PUBLICATION No. 250/00002 
Looking After Others, Looking After Yourselves 
At a recent support group "Lookmg After Others, Looking After Yourselves" some mothers of 
children with a disability were asked what advice they would give to "new" parents. 
This is the list they came up with: 
"V Meet other people in the same situation and talk. 
V Don't read everything - be selective. 
V Lobby for better services. 
y Say what you believe with the "experts". Advocate for your child. 
V Find doctors that you get on with. 
y Develop strategies for dealing with the public. 
V If you don't have family support, try to get a substitute. 
•y Look for the good supports available, including some government services and others. 
y Focus on the friends who are helpful and positive. 
V Get the fact that your child has a disability into perspective within the whole of your life. 
y Allow yourself the first 2 years to adjust. 
y Claim your child as primarily a member of your family. 
y Resist some "supports". 
y Allow yourself to grieve. 
y Not every fight needs to be fought today. 
y Accept that other people are "fighting" for your goajs and you can rest sometimes. 
y Do things when you are ready for them and not when others think you should. 
(Reprinted from the Down Syndrome Association of Queensland Newsletter) 
Twins Adam and Beau Polley loved being part of 
the wedding p_arty when their brother Joshua 
married Jenny Page in August. 
4 » -
16 Down Syndrome Association of NSW 
Newsletter 
Summer, 1999 - 2000 
dsaq digest Survey 
Lookmg After Others, Looking After 
Yourselves - Survey 
At a recent support group "Looking After Others, Looking After Yourselves" 
some mothers of children with a disability were asked what advice they 
would give to "new" parents. This is the list they came up with: 
Meet other people in the same situation and talk 
Don't read everything - be selective 
Lobby for better services 
Say what you believe with the "experts". Advocate for your child 
Find doctors that you get on with ("weed out the duds") 
Develop strategies for dealing with the public 
If you don't have family support, try to get a substitute e.g. MAMRE 
Look for the good supports available e.g. some government services 
and other 
^ Focus on the friends who are helpful and positive 
C E ^ Get the fact that your child has a disability Into perspective within the 
whole of your life 
^ £ # Allow yourself the first 2 years to adjust 
Claim your child as primarily a member of your family. Resist some 
"supports" 
Allow yourself to grieve 
%L^ Not every fight needs to be fought today 
^ ^ Accept that other people are "fighting" for your goals and you can rest 
sometimes 
^ J ^ Do things when you are ready for them and not when others think you 
should 
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APPENDIX Fl : Post-group Mterview Schedule 
APPENDIX F2: Post-group Interview Summaxies 
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PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS: 
The purpose of this mterview is to get your views on what happened IQ the group 
generally, and also to find out how being in the group affected you. I have got some 
set questions about the group as well as some impressions specific to you that I would 
like your feedback on, but I would also welcome any additional comments. Of course 
this interview is confidential in the same way that the group was (see Consent form). 
I wiU prepare a summary of the interview within a few weeks for you to check, to be 
sure that I have understood your meaning. Also I would Hke to let you know how the 
research goes generally, further down the track. 
I have got my researcher 'hat' on now rather than my group worker 'hat' so that 
means that I want you to try to forget that I was the facihtator and tell me as 
accurately as you can what you thought happened in the group. I need to leam fi-om 
you because everybody's point of view is important, and if you have a different view 
that is useful to my research. There are 3 main areas I want to ask your opinion about. 
A. There were 6 sessions of the group, each with a theme, and I'd like to know 
which parts of the course stood out as being the most important to yaw. 
1. Getting to know the many aspects of yourself (collage) 
2. Exploring your personal journey with its strengths'and straggles (lifeline and 
strengths) 
3. Social pressures and messages especially about motherhood (role-plays and 
mandorlas) 
4. Setting goals and following your own direction (goal-setting and force-field 
analysis) 
5. Getting the help you need fi"om support networks (support maps and 
'manifesto') 
6. Managing times of transition and moving forward (stages and transitions, 
painting of symbols of change) 
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B. There are 6 ideas I have had to think about in doing this group. Can you talk 
about jour impressions about how the group worked"! 
• Practicalities of the group organisation (time, place, childcare, etc?) 
• Participation in the group 
• Balance between time given to tasks and time allowed for personal stories 
• Understanding of individuals' different perspectives 
• Safety to share the more difficult or hidden or contradictory issues and parts of 
yourself 
• Connection between personal experiences and society (society's prejudices, 
expectations, etc) 
C. Can you now reflect on the impact of the group fitr you? 
• Feelings about coming to the group 
• What you hoped for and what you got 
• Responses you got to your stories 
• Impact of others' stories on you 
• Ways you were affected by the group 
• Response to my impressions of how the group was for you 
D. Anything else you want to comment on? 
Thank-you again, very much, for all your help. 
Kathy Landvogt 
22/7/99 
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Dear 
I hope both you and your family have been well. 
Here at last is the summary of our interview as I promised. I just need to know if it is 
an accurate record of what you told me, and if there are additions or changes you want 
to make. I will give you a call in the next few days about it. 
I found the interviews provided me with a wealth of usefiil information, so thank-you 
very much for giving your valuable time to this project. 
Warmest regards. 
Kathy Landvogt 
PhD student. School of Social Work and Social PoUcy, University of Queensland 
Ph:33670958 (h)33651841 (w) 
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Summary of Interview with held on 30/7/99 
The way the program was designed suited you generally because you Uked it being 
stmctured and purposeful, although you don't find speaking out about yourself in a 
group easy. You enjoyed the goal-setting session particularly and plan to use it again. 
The stmcture gave everyone a chance to participate, although sometimes it was hard 
to balance giving people a say and moving on. 
Overall you felt positive about most of the sessions except for one. You were upset 
after that one, and felt you had spilled too much of your self without being clear 
enough. However, you used that experience to make a decision about how you want 
to move on, to be more positive. Although you know the importance of talking things 
out, you question the value of talking v^dthout resolution or change. And yet it seems 
that some things can't be rationally 'resolved' and there is either a point of acceptance 
or a continual going over the same ground. You have thought about this need to talk 
and believe it is probably most pressing when the experience is still very new, and 
that later it is more action that is needed rather than talk. Although you hked the 
group, you needed it more a couple of years ago. Being in the group sometimes 
reminded you of yourself back then. 
It happened to work ui with your timetable, being on a day when your son is at pre-
school, but being able to come to a group like this depends on lots of factors like 
childcare and time. You felt it could well have continued on for another few sessions, 
although not indefinitely. 
If there had been more time hi each session, or more sharing in pairs, the discussion 
could have gone to a deeper level. The group was comfortable, and chatting over 
moming tea enabled some of that type of sharing, but maybe tibere was still a bit of a 
guard up. It is sometimes hard for mothers to talk about the negative things. Also, 
being known to others in the group aheady was a bit limiting for you in some ways, 
although you liked the way it broadened out your knowledge of them too. You 
enjoyed being with other women and listening to them. Sometimes it was not so much 
enjoyable as significant and bonding, to share difficult experiences. It also put things 
in perspective to hear that others have similar experiences. You found the group very 
supportive and positive. 
In terms of your goals, the group didn't focus on your relationship with your son as 
much as you would have hked, although what it did focus on was also fine with you. 
You also would have welcomed the sort of group experience of deeper contact. You 
look for understandings of how the world IS in your life, and through that 
understanding the stmggle and pain can be dissolved. You beheve this experience of 
having a child with Down,. Syndrome is in some ways just Hke any other on the path 
to equanimity. 
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Summary of Interview with on 28* July 1999 
You reaUy enjoyed the opportunity to be creative in the group, which was personally 
HberatLng for you, and also the dialogue with other mothers. You found the hfehne 
reflection, the goal-setting and the role-playing about social messages tihe most 
powerful. Overall you found the focussing of discussion through activities provided a 
good stmcture. For example, the task of bringing along something that inspires you 
gave insight into each other. 
The childcare was particularly important in enabling you to get to the group. The 
physical set-up of the group, with moming tea and so on, felt comfortable. You don't 
see yourself as a group person but found the group was a good experience that you're 
glad you had. It was similarly a new thing to put your son in childcare, so taking up 
the opportunity and not backing out was a bit of a risk for you. You were attracted to 
the title that promised something other than a total child-focus. 
There was good participation, but maybe not enough time for everyone to always 
have their fiill opportunity to speak. And more time could have been spent on the 
tasks too, if it had been available. You think that having it go for more weeks would 
have been good for this reason. 
You felt that there was lots of acceptance in the group and that created a sense of 
group identity. It also made it a safe place to share: that was helped by knowing some 
of the mothers aheady and by the way they were respectfiil and caring, as well as by 
the strong encouragement you got to share. It was quite a big step for you to share 
things with the group and to keep coming, even though it did not always feel totally 
safe for reasons not so much to do with the group but more with society in general. 
You saw the group move fi-om being worried initially about getting stuck in the 
negative aspect, to being able to face the negative things in society in the last session 
when we talking about your cartoons, and even planning to do something about that 
ignorance and prejudice in society, inspired by the cartoons. 
The group was validating of your experiences. It was heartening to know that other 
parents are working to change their Httle patch of the world too, and perhaps it made 
it easier to be forgiving of yourself for not fighting harder at times. Hearing other 
peoples' stories seemed to confirm your feelings about how unjust it is that people 
who are aheady having a difficult time (as sole parents or parents of a child witii a 
disabihty or whatever) get the extra burden of others' prejudice, and that this 
prejudice is often supported by the powers that be (the media and so on). You were 
impressed with the honesty of others in the group sharing difficult reahties, but you 
also were aware that you, and the group, didn't take up all the opportunities to get into 
more sensitive areas (like religion). You thought about the group and sometimes drew 
on your experience in it in conversation. 
Overall you looked forward to it and came away fi-om it feeling OK. You would have 
been interested to continue or to have a new group with the same people, if it had 
been available. You were also interested in it as a research project. 
380 
One of the unexpected positive outcomes of the group was the contact with others 
firom the Down Syndrome Association, which enabled you to get to know each other 
on a different level. Now you have that shared experience of the group when you see 
each otiier, and you will use that more personal network m the future. 
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Summary of Interview with on 5* August 1999 
You enjoyed the group overall, but found that each week seemed separate, especially 
with the break in the middle. You had not been ui a group like this before and found 
that by the time you felt comfortable to really open up more in each session, time was 
up, and then the break before the next group meant you lost the flow agaitL So the 
group might have worked better for you if the sessions were longer or closer togetho". 
You are inclined to take your tune and be careful about sharing lots of things vdth 
strangers. 
The lack of a fee for the course made it possible for you to come, even though it was 
not geographically close to you at all. 
You hked the range of different experiences in the group because you could leam 
fi-om that. You leamt about a range of situations people face and felt a sense of not 
being alone with your own situation. Sharing some of the experiences in common that 
you can't normally share was valuable. The common bond of being mothers with kids 
was very important. It was also important to you that I, as the facihtator, had children 
too. You were particularly keen to hear firom parents of older children with a 
disabihty about what might be ahead. 
Despite being quieter in the group you found that enough opportunities were made for 
everyone to participate. You thought it was good that the activities were varied and 
that there was time to reflect before discussing things. The tea break was important 
for more informal talking with each other. 
Peoples' personal stories also had a social dimension. Sometimes there were negative 
aspects but overall the sense was of more positive than negative because people had 
overcome things, and were there to tell the tale afterwards. The group had a relaxed 
and fiiendly environment, and was the right size for everyone's participation. You felt 
your stories were accepted and people were interested, just as you were interested in 
others' stories. 
You leamt fi^om others' experiences and you used them to reflect on your own, as 
well as joining in feeling with the other person. Although you didn't come with any 
specific goals, at the end of the group you felt comforted by the information you got, 
reassured perhaps at not being the only one, and that you had worked through a few 
issues. There were lots of different sorts of information: services, being prepared for 
what happens in future stages, how other people dealt with situations. You enjoyed 
the group for all these reasons and also because it provided an opportunity for an 
outing with new people, and where you could relate as a person with your own 
opinions. 
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Summary of Interview with on 6* August 1999 
You hked the discussion about society and motherhood myths, and also the ones 
about strengths, supports, and transitions. You were not very keen on the goal-setting 
session, perhaps because the participation was uneven. 
The venue was excellent for its privacy and quiet atmosphere, although it wasn't very 
cosy. The timing suited you, and childcare would have been an issue otherwise. The 
2-hour sessions felt mshed but you think other things made that a practical length for 
people. The break was awkward but well-handled, you thought. 
You wonder if it would have been possible to explore some of the disabihty issues 
more directly early on, especially as the group was advertised on that topic. For 
example it would have been good to focus on the time of diagnosis and how that 
affected people. On the other hand people had said they were worried about getting 
too negative, so the balance between chaUenge and comfort may have been about 
right for tihe kind of group it was. That is, you beheve some people would not have 
stayed in the group if it had been more confironting and that would then have affected 
the rest of the group too. Also you think its good not to assume that people need 'self-
development' just because they are in this situation, though they may choose it. At the 
same time you are aware that the 'being positive' is something for parents in this 
situation to get past as well, in some ways, so they can be easier on themselves. 
Responding to peoples' ambivalence is one of the difficulties. Perhaps if the group 
had gone on longer some of this could have been addressed too, you feel. 
You suggest that more focussed evaluation sheets after each session could have 
indicated whether people were getting what they wanted, and perhaps asking the 
group too, about hallway through. You thought the stmcture was good in that it gave 
people opportunities to reflect as weU as to discuss, although at times you thought the 
tasks could have been more focussed and shorter to allow more time for peoples' 
stories. There was acceptance of peoples' differences in the group, which meant 
people could talk about that openly too. 
For you personally, there were some tensions between contributing as a mother and 
being in a shghtly more 'expert' role. You were also held back firom talking about 
things by others' degree of readiness for the 'warts and all' approach. As well as that 
you felt a bit reluctant to disclose some personal things that were happening and that 
also made you feel a bit less open in the group. You became more aware that you do 
tend to protect other people by just managing these personal issues privately. Your 
role as my helper actually didn't help you use the group for yourself a.t times. 
You came to the group for professional as much as or more than for personal reasons. 
Being the research-assistant in the group was a new role to be in and did not always 
feel comfortable, just because of the way things worked out. From a personal point of 
view you got a bit out of reflecting on the tasks and on others' experiences, and how 
they resonated with your own. You were challenged to think about some of the 
experiences others' recounted that were different to your own, and your own reaction 
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to those, which you didn't necessarily feel good about. You became a httle clearer 
about your own responses to situations, and in those instances it seemed more 
possible to choose between different parts of yourself because you had named them. 
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Summary of Interview witt on 26*^  July 1999 
You enjoyed the group most of the time and are glad you went, although you have 
reservations about its format and facihtation. It was important to you that the group 
was held locally and at a time that fitted your schedule. However, the potential that 
the group had for getting and giving mutual support was not reahsed sufficiently. 
Missing two sessions, plus the activity-based group process, meant that for you there 
was a not a sohd sense of group connection. A clear sense of 'where people were at' 
did not develop for you in the group. Personally, you found the long break in the 
group very dismptive, although you Hked the connecting exercise (with the wool) that 
was used immediately after the break. 
Although you enjoyed the sharing that happened between the women in the group, 
you would have Hked to hear more sustained stories fi-om aU the group members, and 
beheve that this would have made it easier to make personal connections with each 
other. It also would have encouraged deeper sharing and reflection of the experiences 
specific to being the mother of a child with a disabihty (eg. Around the time of 
finding out, or deaHng with fears about the future) which would have better met your 
expectations of the group. For that reason the group may have been better jield over a 
longer period of time, say 10 weeks. However, you reahse that not all the women 
would have felt as able to participate at a deeper level as you and that some may not 
have come to a longer group. 
You were not particularly interested in the practical type exercises, preferring to have 
greater opportunity for sharing stories. You agreed with the group's emphasis on 
looking at women's experiences in their social context. 
The other women in the group participated and shared, but you thought that the httle 
signals that they gave to explore deeper issues were not sufficiently picked up in the 
facilitation. Participation was also affected by the group composition: the greater 
number of members with a child with Down Syndrome had the effect of slanting 
discussion that way. However, you found the members and the facihtation supportive 
of people expressing their individual viewpoints. Sometimes the time could have 
been better managed to ensure everyone had enough time for her say. Although some 
other women shared some dehcate issues, and you beheve that such groups are the 
place for risking such sharing, for you there was not sufficient space or 
encouragement in the group to do that. 
You were in two minds about coming to the group, and kept your reservations 
throughout. However, you have been doing some important reflecting lately and 
consider it possible that the group contributed to that. 
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Summary of Interview with held on 26* July 1999 
The most important part of the course for you was focussing on yourself, especially 
on your goals and supports, instead of not thinking of yourself and putting all of 
yourself into the children. This added to some other messages and directions that you 
were tuning in to at the time, and beginning to open up to. 
Initially you were scared to come to the group but got into it and found it really 
interesting and useful to share your thou^ts with others. 
The group coming along at the right time, just when you were ready and when you 
finally had a definite diagnosis, was important. And you had done workshops at Red 
Hill (Community Centre) before which made it easier. And the childcare made it 
possible, as well as it not being too far away. 
You felt a bit overwhelmed by your own sense of inadequacy in the group, coming 
out of being an 'at-home-mum' and what that does to your self-esteem. But you could 
risk being inadequate in a group of strangers! 
You thought it was good that people got enough time to share their stories, but you 
also enjoyed the individual time on tasks, which felt like a welcome change firom the 
domestic routine. A lot seemed to happen in the 2 hours of each session. 
You were comfortable with the range of different experiences in the group although 
felt the significant presence of the greater number of Down- Syndrome Association 
people. Towards the end that mattered less. 
There was the space to choose what you said and when, rather than be expected to 
reveal details early (for example of your child's disabihty) which you would have 
found a bit confi-onting initially. Yet people did get to talk about their responses to 
their child's disabihty, later, and to share similar experiences. Talking about society's 
responses was not so important to you, perhaps because of it being early days for you. 
After the group you found it possible to do more things for yourself, more 
consciously, including nights out and doing voluntary work, helping others. Being in 
the group exposed you to other families' experiences and ideas, and focussed you 
onto the valuable roles you can take (like advocating) as a mother with this 
experience. 
You actually pushed yourself initially to go to the group but got quite a bit out of it 
once you were there. For example, you found it was good to start thinking about 
future issues like education, prompted by hearing others' stories. 
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Summary of Interview v^ dth on 26* July 1999 
You felt that the group was informal rather than being 'led', and that everyone was 
equal ui the group despite them bemg very different to you. 
Listening to the others was interesting, although you felt a bit the odd one out due to 
being older yourself (and having older children). Perhaps also the type of disabihty 
bemg different (that is, physical, and at the age of 13 years) affected this. You 
reflected on how much you had leamt about yourself over the years and sometimes 
felt like giving the otiiers more advice. You listened to others' stories and reflected on 
your own good fortune that the accident happened when you were a bit older and 
clearer about things. However you were aware how recent it all was and how much 
you have had to leam as you go along. 
You were really busy and would have come to more sessions if you could make it. 
Being on early in the week made it a bit easier to get to. It helped that it was run 
through the community centre although you probably would have come anyway. 
You were comfortable to be there although you sometimes preferred to watch and 
Hsten rather than join in. You were able to offer usefiil information about services to 
one of the other mothers. 
In the group you thought sometimes that time was too short, and that people didn't get 
enough time to just talk informally perhaps, because mothers of dependent children 
really need a chance to get out and focus on something other than the kids. The group 
seemed to be a safe enough place for people to express differences and still get on 
together. You noticed that sometimes the women talked about things they probably 
wouldn't have elsewhere, and got confidence firom that. One of the ways you felt 
different was the emphasis some people put on what society thinks and does, and you 
felt its how YOU handle things that's most important. 
Overall you don't usually go to groups and things with other mothers, but you took 
the chance this time, to see if there would be useful information there. What you got 
was not so much information as encouragement and confidence about the way you are 
hahdhng things, and using the others' experiences as a chance to reflect on your own. 
What was valuable was having set topics to reaUy explore issues, not just getting 
together to chat. 
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APPENDIX Gl: Letter to Particq)ants 
APPENDIX G2: Summary of Findings to Participants 
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47 Exhibition St., 
McKinnon. Vic 3204 
Ph. 9563 9949 (h) 
Email: landliffe@bigpond.com 
14* April 2003 
Dear, 
It is with some embarrassment that I am fmaUy writing to you with a summary of the 
findings fi:om my PhD thesis, based on the group you attended, 'Looking afl:er Ourselves, 
Looking after Others', which was run through Red Hill Paddington Community Centre 
during 1999. The long delay has been simply a result of life intrading on the study, and 
progress being much slower than I had expected. I have also moved interstate to Victoria 
(though still enrolled at the University of Queensland), and taken up employment again in 
social work. 
Yet I am also pleased to be able to say that I have been passionately interested in my 
topic throughout the process, and I think that is in part because of the real human 
connection I had through the group. It was always more than an academic exercise. 
However, the method of analysis that I chose (known as conversation analysis) was very 
slow and did not allow me to keep you in touch with my thinking as I went along: it was 
hard enough for me to grasp, let alone explain to others! I am now close to submitting the 
thesis and so can give you a summary that reflects the final results as closely as possible. 
I welcome your feedback and comments, and to hear if you want to be kept in touch of 
further progress. I hope that you and your family are well and happy, despite the hard 
work of 'looking after ourselves and looking after others'! Thank-you again for your 
participation in my project: to state the obvious, it would not have been possible without 
you. 
Yours sincerely. 
Kathy Landvogt 
(PhD candidate. University of Queensland) 
389 
'A CONVERSATIONAL APPROACH TO COMMUNITY-BASED 
FEMINIST GROUPWORK' 
by Kathy Landvogt 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FOR PARTICIPANTS 
"Having the opportunity to talk about one's life, to give an account of it, is 
integral to leading that life rather than being led through it" (Legones & Spelman 
quoted by Patai, D. "Constructing a Self: a Brazilian Life Story', 1988). 
AIMS AND METHODS 
I began this research with two main questions: 
1. What do women ui community-based women's groups achieve together, for 
themselves and for each other? and 
2. What facihtation practices support these achievements? 
I also had a third question, related to the use of the research method, which was: What 
does Conversation Analysis have to offer social work practice research? 
I facihtated the group 'Looking after Ourselves, Looking after Others' (6 weeks x 2 
hours), and then used a very detailed analysis of the taped talk in the group to analyze the 
conversations (pattems of talk-in-interaction), narratives (stories) and discourses (ways of 
talking). 
Meanwhile 1 also read what other writers and researchers had said about the part played 
by talk in bringing about change, about facilitating women's groups, and about 
mothering, especially mothering a child with a disabihty. A lot of this work is in feminist 
literature, valuing the contributions of women that might have been overlooked in a male-
dominated world. However, I discovered that not much research has been done about 
community-based women's groups like 'Xooking after Self, Looking after Others", nor 
has a lot been written about what exactly women achieve in their mutual conversations. 
Nonetheless, the importance of talking is starting to be recognized in some of the newer 
'poststructural' theories that see how the words we use to name our reahty actually 
change that reality. 
FINDINGS 
What I found about this particular group, which might well reflect what happens in other 
community-based 'learning and support' groups, was, in summary: 
• There is a very strong tendency towards affiliation and support 
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• Stories are an important means of participants supporting each other: they show that 
participants are not alone in their experiences 
• Participants do not usually give each other advice outright, unless it is exphcitiy 
asked for, but they do teU stories of their own experiences, especially 'troubles', to 
show each other different possibihties 
• Differences in ejqjerience are important in the group because they enable members to 
leam from each other, and they are carefully managed by participants to ensure that 
differences do not outweigh commonahties 
• Participants actively look after each other in the group, bemg careful about how their 
own words will be experienced by others, listening closely to each other, and often 
interspersing conversation with more positive talk to balance the 'troubles talk' 
• Humour and irony play an important part, often being used to change a participant's 
relation to a diflScult experience, by distancmg themselves from it, critiquing it, and 
resisting the position of powerlessness it put them in at the time. 
Although the participants provide the most significant leaming and support opportunities 
for each other, the facilitation was important to: 
• Provide structured, safe opportunities for participants to 'display' their experiences 
for each other as weU as reflect on them for themselves 
• Encourage talk to move into more risky areas 
• Provide space for participants to lead the conversation rather than the facilitator, and 
• Redirect or refocus the talk towards the topic. 
I also found that this type of group: 
• Provides for movement between safe and risky talk, including by providing 'topics' 
that are NOT specifically 'problems', and allowing participants to choose what they 
disclosed of then 'troubles' in the course of discussing the 'topic' 
• Provides for a balance between the facihtator and the participants dominating, partly 
because there is only one facilitator so there is less 'professional scrutiny' 
• Does not treat participants as 'clients', and so allows them to express diverse parts of 
themselves (identities), and to have some control over which identities are 
predominant 
• Does not encourage deeper explorations of troubles beyond a certain point, because 
of having only one facilitator, and because of the participants self-selecting 
themselves into the group, therefore being quite diverse and not assuming they share 
common experiences. 
From these observations I developed a new approach to community-based feminist 
groupwork. Because the main method of analysis was applied conversation analysis, this 
model is based on the pattems of talk observed. Like any model, it explains only part of 
the reahty, but gives a fresh way of looking at the familiar. It uses as a foundation the two 
main dimensions that emerged from the analysis: the facihtator-member dimension, and 
the safety-risk dimension. By combining these in a grid, four dijfferent types of talk have 
emerged: 
• Reporting 
• Counselling 
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• Reconstitutive conversation, and 
Ordinary conversation. 
These terms may not mean exactiy the same thing as in other contexts, but they are the 
best way I could fmd of describing each type of talk, and I wiU explain them further 
shortly. They are depicted in Diagram 1: A 'Conversational' Approach to Group Process. 
Diagram 1: A 'CONVERSATIONAL' APPROACH TO GROUP PROCESS 
Safe talk 
'Reporting' 
Facilitator-based talk A-
' Counselling' 
'Ordinary 
Conversation' 
- • Member-based talk 
'Reconstitutive 
Conversation' 
Risky talk 
Facilitator-based talk was the more formal type of talk where I asked questions and set 
exercises and the group members answered. When the answers were a first response or a 
sfraightforward response on the topic, I have called that Reporting. This type of talk was 
important for getting members involved, and giving them lots of choice over how they 
told their stories: they could stay v^ dth the 'topic', which dehberately did not usually 
request 'problems', or they could use the opportunity to talk about something mre 
froubling. This was usefiil for the other members also, because those 'froubles displays' 
provided material for later discussion. 
When I encouraged one group participant to expand on thefr answer and they 
consequently explored it more deeply, but the other members remained 'over-hearers' 
rather than active participants, this became like a Counselling type of talk. Still 
facihtator-dominated, the difference from 'Reporting' was the degree of relative safety in 
talking about that issue in that way. Sometimes it was riskier because the frouble was 
more personal, more deeply felt, or previously unspoken. At other times the risk lay in 
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shifting the way of talking rather than the topic, for example by infroducing a questioning 
approach to a previously unquestioned experience. 
Member-based talk occurred when the group members took the initiative, and the talk 
became more informal, and between several or aU members. When the talk stayed in 
riskier areas, for example sharing stories of a similar frauma, this became what I have 
called Reconstitutive Conversation. By talking about experiences in new ways and 
hearing others' similar experiences group members sometimes changed, or reconstituted, 
thefr sense of 'self. This idea rests on the assumption that our self is partly bmlt up from 
the ways we name our experiences, because in talking about experiences (even to 
ourselves) we also position ourselves in relation to those e^qperiences, and in that process 
we build our identity. For example, becoming a mother of a child with a disabihty might 
be an objective reality on one level, but in another way it only happens when you have 
come to see yourself in that way, and at other times you may be instead a 'mother of a 
young child'. 
The other type of member-based talk resulted from members moving the talk onto safer 
ground, often after 'Reconstitutive Conversation' and is very like Ordinary 
Conversation. It provided relief from the intense scrutiny of members, and was used 
within the group, but presumably also in the tea break and chat before and after the 
group. 
CONCLUSIONS 
There are three main ways that I see these new ideas about community-based women's 
groups being useful. The first is that group workers might apply the model to thefr own 
practice. For them this model has the advantages of: 
• describing in detail a type of groupwork that has not been studied a great deal 
• emphasizing the power of the participants, or as I have called it thefr 'personal 
agency' and identifying ways in which this can be expanded 
• critically reflecting on their own facilitating role and how they enable member-based 
conversations to develop 
• appreciating the myriad subtle ways that group members help each other 
• understanding the role that groups, and even informal talk between mothers, can play 
in leaming the difficult work of mothering 
• developing these ideas about self-reconstitution through talk, since social work and 
feminist groupwork are predominantiy 'talking interventions'. 
Secondly, this research may be taken up in theories about how the social world operates. 
In particular it adds to feminist theories of social citizenship that observe how social 
contributions in the non-pubhc sphere, including groups like this one, are not as valued as 
those in the public spheres, such as political organizations. Yet the members of this group 
make important contributions as citizens when they are talking together, by: 
• Educating themselves and each other in the important work of mothering which is 
itself made invisible in our society: because mothering is taken for granted as 
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'natural' it is assumed it does not need to be leamt, but mothers use each others' 
experience to expand thefr own knowledge, and this is perhaps heightened when the 
child has a disabflity because there is more to leam 
• Caring for each other and supporting each other: there is a sfrong argument that the 
pubhc world of citizenship is founded on the private world of caring, and groups such 
as these show that type of caring in detail 
• Developing themselves: there is an important hnk between the abihty to contribute as 
a citizen and the development of one's own capacities 
• Managing the differences that arise between people, using those differences 
constmctively to educate each other, but restoring the all-important commonahty that 
is the 'glue' holding a group together: this is a microcosm of what may well happen 
on the broader social stage 
• Experimenting with the risky business of naming thefr reahties in new ways, and 
creating new discourses which become language resources that filter out into the 
pubhc domain, just as all previously silenced areas of women's experience have had 
to be spoken in private spaces before they could be 'named' publicly. 
The essence of this argument is that "engagement in spheres beyond the confines of a 
single domestic abode offers opportunities for leaming and exerdsuig citizen roles and 
responsibihties" (Bowden, P. "Caring: Gender-sensitive Ethics", 1997). 
FinaUy, and perhaps of most interest to the group participants, this research supports 
other writers' conclusions about the complexity, subtlety and confradictions of mothering 
a child Avith a disability. While the focus of the research was primarily on the group 
processes rather than its topic, all such groups exist because thefr members experience 
marginalization in some form, which the group experience aims to counteract In this 
instance, mothers of children with a disabihty have the devaluing of mothering in general 
to contend with, but also the greater devaluing of thefr child. The achievements 
summarized above have additional dimensions when related to these mothering 
experiences. Support, leaming, and language-making become more potentially powerful 
as marginalization deepens. The talk of the mothers in this group also reflected the 
experience documented by Gail Landsman (in "Reconstmcting Motherhood in the Age of 
'Perfect' Babies: Mothers of Infants and Toddlers with Disabihties", 1998), that the 
'frauma of dashed expectations' is real, but so too is the mothers' experience of 
heightened awareness, love and social responsibility. The task becomes to hold this 
confradiction not only in order to negotiate their own personal meanings through the 
experience, but also to convince society to embrace the life-force reflected in thefr 
children. For these mothers changing society does not necessarily require joining a 
formal organization: advocating for thefr child in multiple everyday encounters is perhaps 
the best available option. In a group such as this one the mothers can not only express 
thefr more secret doubts and fears, but also rehearse this positive advocacy work. 
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